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ABSTRACT
Coalition and Creativity on the Bridges and Fringes with Immigrant Student-Contributors in
Nonprofit Adult Education
by
Katherine E. Entigar

Advisor: Anna Stetsenko, PhD
The nonprofit education of adult immigrants is an under-researched aspect of U.S. education.
Adult immigrants, often perceived as passive and quiescent, bring voices and contributions to
learning in powerful yet unheard ways. This research agenda invokes a new critical lens in
education scholarship to uplift and center these contributions as a coalitional, dialogical project.
Drawing upon critical sociocultural, women of color feminist, and poststructual theories, critical
intersectional epistemology, and Bakhtinian dialogical thinking, this research project pursues
inductive, recursive meaning making as an innovative exploration. A multiphase, sequential
study including surveys and two focus groups foregrounds the complex, fluid ways adult
immigrants make meaning as student-contributors in research. Silence notably contributes
meaning in this process. This unique composite design advances insights toward education
research and practice which is dialogic, ethical, and transformative, constituting a paradigm shift
in education with, as well as for, adult immigrants. I will ultimately argue that adult education
can be a place of resistance, creativity, and coalitional thinking with immigrant students as a
shared project for social justice. I will also demonstrate my emerging scholarly stance of radical
unknowing, a feminist, activist educational posture that interrogates the authority of White,
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North American-born scholars through ongoing reflexivity and accountability in working across
communities and contexts.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
… [I]t goes back to this idea of connection, community, and citizenship. You want to belong, you
want to be here. In interactions with others you’re constantly waiting to see that they recognize
that you’re a human being. That they can feel your heartbeat and you can feel theirs. And that
together you will live—you will live together. The truce is that. You forgive all of these moments
because you’re constantly waiting for the moment when you will be seen. As an equal. As just
another person. As another first person. There’s a letting go that comes with it. I don’t know
about forgiving, but it’s an “I’m still here.” And it’s not just because I have nowhere else to go.
It’s because I believe in the possibility. I believe in the possibility of another way of being.
- Claudia Rankine, author of Citizen: An American Lyric,
Guernica Magazine (January 24, 2017)

I think there’s too much pressure sometimes put on one formation. We’re not going to be able to
do everything and not all formations necessarily need to become part of some large network of
things. I feel like what we really need is like 100, 1,000,000, 10 million different experiments
happening all the time in every place.
- Mariame Kaba (We Keep Each Other Safe: Mutual Aid
for Survival and Solidarity, 2020)

The origins of this project
The inspiration for this work began in 2012 in a nonprofit workforce skills training
organization in Boston, Massachusetts called Jewish Vocational Service, where I taught English
as a Second Language, Computer Literacy, and Professional Communication classes. One of
several workforce skills development programs, JVS’s Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA)
training course attracted adult immigrants who brought a multiplicity of ways of being and
knowing, practicings and positionings in terms of country of origin, race/ethnicity,
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socioeconomic status, educational level and experience, language, gender, and other ways
identity displays itself in social interaction. While contributing with seemingly disparate voices,
understandings, and goals, those practitioners and students who came together here generally
shared positive experiences under the aegis of low-cost education as a form of humanitarian
planning for the improvement of adult immigrants’ lives. Yet over the course of the three years I
worked at JVS, I heard stories from former students told in confidence, murmurs from other
teachers, and offhand comments from management, all of which threw a dim yet revealing light
on what might be occurring in the ostensibly noble pursuit of public-spirited education. In one
example, a group of graduates from our program had been treated badly — accused of cheating
on an exam, and further reproached for defending themselves — by trainers from The Red Cross,
which offered a partner program on their way to being certified as CNAs. On the day this group
returned to JVS to receive their final paperwork, we were given simple instructions: Do not
discuss with these students what had happened. I entered the room where these students waited
angrily and told them helplessly: “I cannot say what I want to say, and I am sorry.” My students
saw my anguish and thanked me for coming, yet it was clear to all of us that their contributions
meant little in the smooth running and reputation of our program.
I later discovered a further confirmation of this situation. On a day when one of the other
CNA program trainers was sick and I acted as her substitute, I found a page in her course
curriculum that laid out a lesson entitled, “How to Be a Good Subordinate.” I froze when I saw
the heading, remembering my reading of Paulo Freire from my master's work in applied
linguistics at UMass Boston, where we explored the forces of privilege and power in education. I
stood torn between photocopying the page and sharing it with fellow teachers outside the
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organization to ask their opinion on what I should do, and leaving it and the lesson alone. I chose
the latter…and for all I know, the lesson is still being taught in this organization today.
This dissertation is intended as one of many experiments in the push by education
scholars to interrogate the frameworks and approaches that are considered “good” in adult
education and uncover injustices, silences, and losses. The focus for this dissertation is on a
specific area of educational scholarship and practice that receives little airtime relative to work
done on the education of young learners: the nonprofit education of adult immigrants. I will on
occasion utilize different prepositions to indicate the uneasy and dynamic relationship between
educational practice and the students who participate in this learning; thus, in some cases, the
word “of” will connect “nonprofit education” and “adult immigrants,” and in others, the word
“with” is used instead or in combination.
To give some context to this topic, adult1 education is a form of education which takes
place within, outside of, and across institutional boundaries. Formal definitions of adult
education refer to an established classroom with a set of standardized procedures, curriculum,
materials, and roles and relationships that help carry out what is generally understood as teaching
and learning. Nonformal adult learning refers to learning in community centers, nonprofit
organizations, religious institutions, and other spaces which may or may not involve a specific
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As is the case with much scholarship, the fetishization of certain terms can obscure complexity while abdicating
the author’s responsibility in providing rigorously developed concepts in their work. Following this thinking, the
term “adult learner” should be addressed. Traditional definitions of childhood, youth, and adulthood imply
transitions between phases in life connected to education, work, marriage, and other stages seen to proceed in a
linear fashion along an established timeline or “lifecourse.” However, this “transitions” model has shifted over time
due to global economic change, new labor contexts, and increased emphasis on educational credentials (Wyn, 2014).
As normative assumptions about adulthood have shifted, the concept of “emerging adulthood” has come to express
how young people navigate the complex terrain of becoming independent while building relationships to confront
challenges their parents did not encounter in “becoming adults” (Blatterer, 2010; Valentine, 2003; Wyn, 2014). This
is even more the case with children of immigrants, whose experiences as “children” and “youth” may emulate the
roles of adults in their families as cultural and linguistic brokers (Guan et al., 2014), even as they may not have
access to the same “adult” opportunities afforded to majority-group members (Gonzales, 2011).
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location and set of protocols but which nonetheless involve the traditional relationship of a
teacher to one or more students. Informal learning in the adult context signifies spontaneous,
extra-institutional, ongoing, emergent forms of teaching and learning, including teaching oneself,
as the central form of activity. This dissertation focuses on the nonformal learning that takes
place in nonprofit adult education contexts that serve immigrant students including
undocumented people, asylum seekers, and refugees.
Inherent to this focus, then, is a set of assumptions about the relational,
onto-epistemological, and political dynamics of this learning context. First, nonprofit adult
education involves a teacher-student relationship in which the instructor traditionally applies
certain approaches based on their2 teacher preparation experiences as well as previous experience
in the classroom. Students in this relational context are thus the recipients of educational design
and implementation of practice. This political dynamic is compounded by what some call an elite
bias in adult education, where “middle-class participation patterns [and] the homogeneous,
technically oriented training of educators” (Merriam & Baumgartner, 2020) establish a set of
ground rules that define how teachers and students are meant to interact. This relation of power
has for the most part gone unexplored in education scholarship and is an ongoing theme of this
dissertation. Second, nonprofit education features short-term learning opportunities in the form
of skills training, reflecting a neoliberal emphasis on “market-centric modeling, competition,
accountability, and bottom-line thinking” (Entigar, 2017b). As a result, questions about the
cross-cultural dynamics and political complexity intrinsic to education shared by teachers with
racial, economic, linguistic, class-based, and legal status-based privilege and their students tend
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The pronouns they/them/theirs are used throughout this document as a conscious enactment of gender
expansiveness in language use.
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to be overlooked (Alfred, 2002). Finally, adult immigrant learners participate in education
differently than other students. Like other adults, they draw upon previous experience, prioritize
applicability and relevance of learning to the rest of their lives, and seek to be self-directed in
their learning. However, adult immigrant students also experience the world transnationally,
speak forms of language that usually differ from those of their receiving country, and draw upon
different educational experiences than their peers. In addition, these learners have many reasons
for leaving their countries, including economic opportunity, family reunification, temporary or
semi-permanent employment, political persecution, environmental disasters, and others.
Critical education scholarship–by which I mean education scholarship that addresses
histories and ongoing enactments of oppression and resistance–has tended to focus on young
learners in public schools. Questions about how these students are recognized, supported in their
development of agency and identity, and validated as members of different communities indicate
that much work has been done, and much more lies ahead. This research investigates the
likewise complex and political nature of adult education in nonprofit contexts with immigrant
students, a topic area which may appear to be insignificant in light of more politically persuasive
terrain. It expands upon research in adult education that asks questions about (1) who immigrant
students are (the concern of sociocultural education scholarship), and (2) what adult education
should be (the focus of critical education scholarship).
Yet the priorities in this work are different. It takes the position that education scholars
and practitioners, particularly white, U.S.-born individuals, cannot explore adult education’s
potential as a space of transformation and, indeed, one of contestation without recognizing their
power as knowers, and, thus, their influence on how questions, problems, and solutions are
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formed. I argue in this scholarship that a different posture must be taken up by educators, one of
radical unknowing, in which they center and uplift the perspectives and commitments of adult
immigrant students as active contributors to meaning making. This is not only a decolonizing
project, however. I believe this represents one of many initiatives currently underway in which
people who are socialized into power via white heteropatriarchy, settler colonialism, and U.S.
global hegemony–that is, people like myself–are asking what they can do to be accountable for
the harm they do in their daily existences, even with the best of intentions. Russo (2019), a white
queer feminist intersectional scholar and long-time activist for transformative justice, describes
the need for people to cultivate accountability as an ongoing, everyday practice of
responsibility-taking in relation with others. I believe that education scholars and practitioners
must also hold themselves accountable in the ways they act in meaning making,
even–especially–when their roles as mentors, guides, facilitators, and teachers are driven by
good intentions. This practice of accountability, to my mind, requires educators with privilege
and power to explore the limits to their ability to know what is best practice, what should be
prioritized and valued, what is safe and just, and what is possible in education. In the context of
this research, this means asking what might be possible in nonprofit adult education with
immigrant students once educators come to realize that the way things are done is just one way
of doing them, and that this way may need to change if equity and justice are indeed priorities.
This research aims to discover the ways adult immigrants who study in nonprofit
education organizations experience and contribute to how education takes place there. It also
aims to explore how scholars and practitioners who are privileged by their citizenship, racialized
identity, language practices, and other social locations can rethink their positions of
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knowing-ness, which is a position of power and, potentially, one of oppressive potential, can
think differently about education with adult immigrant neighbors. I began with a hypothesis:
Adult immigrants experience—and actively contribute—to educational research and practice in
nonprofit contexts in multiple, powerful, sometimes unseen ways. In order to explore these
questions as, frankly, a person of great power in educational research and practice, I explored
scholarship across disciplines written by socioculturalists, critical theorists, postructuralists, and
scholars committed to decolonizing, feminist, and anti-racist trajectories working in the center
and from the margins. By drawing upon my 15+ years of teaching, mentoring, coaching, and
tutoring immigrant and transnational students in community-based and nonprofit contexts, this
work threads intuitions and practice to generate a form of engaged scholarship that I see as both
personally transformative and powerful for my work in my communities.
In order to explore a subject where I decenter myself as a knower and engage across
social locations with adult immigrant students in meaning making about what adult education is
and can be, I approached this project from both conceptual and hands-on directions. This
research incorporates both conceptual essays (Chapters Three and Five) as well as a manuscript
developed based on the findings from the research itself (Chapter Six). All three of these pieces
have been submitted for publication, the former of two successfully and the third currently in
revisions. This work is exploratory and inquiry-driven, seeking to look outside the traditional
linear approach to dissertation work where a project is conceived, grounded in theory, enacted,
and analyzed for new learning. Instead, this work became recursive, layering back upon itself as
I found insights that sprang up alongside the writing of different sections, connections across
different areas of focus, and an emerging political posture of radical unknowing as an
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unfolding-even-now lens by which I am coming to see my teaching and my scholarship, which
are really one and the same thing.
The dissertation is organized as follows. Chapter One (this chapter) describes the
background to the research, indicating a gap in current scholarship about nonprofit education
with adult immigrant students. Chapter Two lays out the theoretical framework, including my
claims as a researcher, the scholarly traditions I draw upon, and the theoretical lens I use to
conduct this research and construct scholarship as a result. There are three manuscripts that have
been or will be published based on this work, making this dissertation a manuscript-style oeuvre.
Chapter Three is one of these three chapters, a conceptual essay that elaborates my
reconceptualization of pedagogy based on an interrogation of monoculturalist, paternalistic
prescriptivism in educational scholarship. Chapter Four encompasses my theory of inquiry,
methods, and research design, including the analysis phase of this research. Chapter Five is a
second conceptual essay based on my inquiry into silence as a component of research and its
broader value as an indicator of the limits of Western-centric onto-epistemological chauvinism.
Chapter Six is the last of the three manuscripts and is based on findings from the research that
grounded and provoked a deep examination of the liberal practice of inclusion in adult education.
Finally, Chapter Seven lays out the implications and (in)conclusions of this research, suggesting
many more questions, layers, and directions for thinking backward and forward across bridges,
from margins, and into coalitions with adult immigrant student neighbors and community
members and the practitioners who wish to keep asking what else is possible.
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CHAPTER TWO
Framing the Problem
We are in a unique, difficult, and transformational time. In North America and across the
world, we have seen the violence perpetrated on immigrant families and communities becoming
increasingly normalized. Undocumented/unauthorized immigrants, refugees, asylum seekers, and
other people with various forms of authorization experience surveillance, intimidation,
incarceration, and harm as a result of the rise of racist, nativist, and white supremacist
discourses. It is important, first, to understand that the forms of violence that immigrants
confront every day are not restricted to the physical. Violence can also include silencing and
erasure, where immigrant community members telling stories of medical abuse, racial profiling,
denial of fair legal procedures, and other problems go unheard.
Immigrants can also experience violence in one of the most seemingly benign quarters of
society: nonprofit adult education, which offers job training, citizenship courses, English as a
New Language courses, and other programming. While this form of nonformal education is
typically associated with positive impacts on work, academic, and social outcomes, adult
immigrant students’ ways of knowing and doing may also be homogenized and silenced as
learners in this context. This in effect becomes the antithesis of what Paulo Freire sought to
achieve in the critical popular pedagogy movement he built in Brazil in the 1970s. As a student
of Donaldo Macedo, Freire’s longtime student and collaborator, I was deeply committed to
exploring this issue.
So how does this happen? Critical educational research in Canada, Australia, Scandinavia
9

and the United States has exposed paternalistic, monoculturalist discourses that invisibilize adult
immigrant learners’ lived experiences, perspectives, and contributions in nonprofit education.
Three assumptions are embedded in these narratives. First, adult immigrants, historically labeled
as in need of saving and/or acceptable as low-status workers, are perceived as passive, grateful
recipients of educational opportunities, irrespective of how this education actually takes place.
Second, educators typically apply culturally inclusive, asset-based pedagogical approaches with
adult immigrants, even though such approaches have been developed for U.S-born youth of
color. Third, nonprofit adult education has, in spite of critically-oriented outliers, increasingly
emphasized skills development in short-term, individualizing, neoliberal frameworks that
overlook the political realities of living and learning as immigrant community members. All of
these assumptions are deeply problematic. Adult immigrant learners are transnational people
who mediate their learning experiences through a dynamic, multi-sited existence and therefore
live and know differently than people who are young and North American-born, even those who
are “culturally diverse.” Adult immigrant learners may also experience (re-)racialization and
marginalization of their multilingual language practices, professional and education
backgrounds, and other forms of knowledge. White, monolingual, non-immigrant teachers may
be hard pressed to recognize the existing tensions between their educational approach and the
fact that this a priori design may be inappropriate, problematic, and even harmful in adult
education with immigrant students.
So I posed two questions: First, how do adult immigrant students experience and
contribute to nonprofit education, and how do they generate their own meanings around this?
And second, how can centering adult immigrant contributions in research and educational
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practice generate new insights help generate critical adult education driven by coalitional
thinking, anti-racist and feminist commitments, and collective justice and strength? As a
researcher and educator with varying degrees of racial, linguistic, class, and citizenship privilege,
I undertook my investigations with an ongoing politically engaged posture of radical unknowing
to guide my thinking. This means a process of constant learning as I reflect on the ways I have
been socialized into comfort and ignorance as a white, U.S.-born person and hold myself
accountable for the harm I may do as a researcher and a scholar.

My ethical and political stance as an emerging scholar-activist: Transformative Activist Stance,
radical unknowing
I begin the discussion of the theoretical framework I have employed in developing this
dissertation by clearly articulating the ethical and political stance I have developed in this work
and hope to carry forward in future scholarship. This determination was inspired by Stetsenko’s
Transformative Activist Stance (2012, 2016, 2017, 2019), a Marxist and Vygotskyan framework
that posits a radical perspective on research and indeed all meaning making: that all people
matter as co-authors and co-possibilizers of the world as they engage in everyday acts made in
collective commitment to activist projects that shape the ongoing and emerging world.
According to Stetsenko, we as human beings are constantly contributing to the conditions
surrounding our communities, rather than simply reacting to struggles when they come up; in so
doing, we in turn shape the social practices of our shared world. In a critique of what she
articulates as a dangerous tendency toward adaptation, Stetsenko claims that we must resist the
assumption that our current reality is ineluctable and monolithic and instead work communally to
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help uncover simultaneous and overlapping realities already in the making, thus becoming
human in the process3.
In research (and indeed all meaning making), the ongoing (re)creation of communal
practices—a central conceit of sociocultural theory that places cultural experiences and social
interactions at the center of knowledge-building and development—never takes place on a
politically level playing field, however (a point on which Stetsenko is clear). Some contributors'
visions of “what is good for our community/society” are legitimated over others. Fricker (2007)
advances the notion of epistemic injustice to explain the ways in which some people, particularly
members of marginalized, racialized, and invisibilized groups, are harmed as knowers, either
through testimonial injustice (someone is denied credibility by someone else) or hermeneutical
injustice (someone goes unheard when making claims that cannot be heard in the current
cultural/political context). A very recent example involves the outrageous death of Dr. Susan
Moore, a Black physician in Indianapolis who was hospitalized with Covid-19 and complained
of pain in her neck, only to be disbelieved by her white doctor and the institution he represented4.
Moore was given substandard care and released from the hospital. She died two weeks later.
Another recent example that is particularly relevant to this dissertation is the sterilization of
immigrant women detainees in ICE detention centers, whose requests for information and
concerns about, as well as lack of consent to in some cases, the hysterectomies and related
procedures that were prescribed to them went unheard5. In both cases, Fricker might suggest that

3

See Chapter Five, Unintelligible silence: challenging academic authority in a new socio-dialogic politics of the real
for collective justice and transformation, in which I expand upon this idea.
4
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/23/us/susan-moore-black-doctor-indiana.html
5

https://www.aclu.org/news/immigrants-rights/immigration-detention-and-coerced-sterilization-history-tragically-rep
eats-itself/
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testimonial injustice had resulted in both cases from medical practitioners’ not listening to these
women of colors’ concerns about how they were being treated, denying them credibility to speak
on their own behalf. I would suggest, however, that especially in the latter case, the immigrant
women detainees were not “heard” primarily because they are undocumented people, and are
surveilled and incarcerated by Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), called by some a
shadow police force in the U.S.6. This system is reinforced by and even benefits precisely from
not hearing undocumented immigrants. To acknowledge claims of injustice from undocumented
women of color who have been criminalized would expose this agent of our country’s
anti-immigrant system, which is reinforced by populist and nationalist discourses as well as by
dominant group ignorance, to a critique of its inhumane and terrorizing practices.7
The greater implications are daunting. Extreme examples like these should not be seen as
outliers but instead should be seen as only one aspect of a much broader range of injustices
occurring every day. In drawing connections between these stories and the discussion of
Stetsenko’s articulation of the ways we may shape the communal practices of our world and
author ourselves in the process, the question becomes: who is the “we” in this equation?
Stetsenko references Bierria’s (2014) discussion of hegemonic agency vis-a-vis the ways in
which privileged community members–like educators, for example–disacknowledge other
people’s agentive contributions to what is known and, therefore, acted upon. (Stetsenko, 2019)
6

https://www.aclu.org/blog/immigrants-rights/ice-and-border-patrol-abuses/our-nations-largest-police-force-lurks-sha
dow
7
Luckily, we are seeing examples of protests from the inside met with support from outside ICE detention centers as
well. Hunger strikers in the Bergen County Detention Center are putting their bodies on the line in order to protest
unsafe, unsanitary, and abusive conditions and to advocate for the release of all detainees during the Covid-19
pandemic. However, I argue that in the case of undocumented women of color detainees, many of whom are
monolingual Spanish speakers, who seek to advocate for the gynecological care they deserve (even) in ICE
detention, this society, given its long history of exploitation and abuse of BIPOC women in the medical field, has yet
to envision these people as fully human. Thus, I suggest that the claim of hermeneutical injustice stands in this case.
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As an educator and researcher, I am constantly discovering the ways I am encouraged to discount
and minimize the perspectives of my students, particularly if these students are members of
BIPOC, immigrant, or otherwise marginalized and minoritized communities. This is extremely
important, because it articulates the onto-epistemological and ideological obstacles to enacting a
project that aspires to uncover the epistemic injustice (either testimonial or hermeneutic) adult
immigrant students–many of whom are linguistically disadvantaged, racialized, and
deskilled–may experience when they participate in education in this country. In a context of
increasing state-driven violence, control, and silencing of immigrants under rubrics of national,
political, and economic stability, members of privileged groups are often times reassured in their
inaction by a sense of inevitability, default to feeling badly for “immigrants as victims” (that is,
when they’re not experiencing anxiety about the invasion of immigrant “criminals,” another
storied nationalist discourse that has been reinforced under the Trump administration but which
has much deeper roots). Those of us in power rarely consider immigrants, particularly
undocumented people, as people who already contribute as community members, working and
participating in our shared civic life, and who already have perspectives on the world and how it
might be better. We are coddled into thinking that not hearing these people is natural. This helps
shore up the status quo, to be sure, but natural–or human–it is anything but.
For those of us who are white, U.S.-born educators and researchers, like myself, there is
an easy way out, and there is a hard way. Both involve pain and uncertainty, however, but only
the former avoids responsibility and its implied consequence, labor. Those of us with power can
mentally give ourselves a slap on the wrist–or simply succumb to white guilt and public
self-flagellation, perhaps through publications or blog posts–or we can get ready to do some
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work. We are trained not to recognize that we hold politically and ethically dissident ideas in our
minds, that is, that we are deeply committed to justice in our teaching and research, yet we also
benefit from justice remaining out of reach. To take up Stetsenko’s call, then, to approach our
world as communally built through the activist visions of all members realizing themselves in
their acts, we scholars who have been socialized into a lens of power and advantage must come
to recognize that we are not good hearers of other people’s perspectives. That we should be in a
position to judge those perspectives as legitimate and valuable in the making of this world is
even more troublesome, a point I will return to later in this dissertation.
In thinking about all of these points, I thus commit as a burgeoning scholar-activist to
holding myself accountable for my role in structures of domination as an ongoing,
uncomfortable, and deeply necessary component of this work. I am inspired by Russo’s
development of the concept of feminist accountability (2019), which involves community
building to address interlocking oppresions while engaging in ongoing reflection about how one
is conferred advantage, access, and privilege over others. I am a white, U.S.-born, middle-class,
gender nonconforming, Standardized American English 8 speaking person who has been
apprenticed over the years not only into forms of capital that give me preferential access to goods
conferred by a white supremacist system, but also into a whitestream (Grande, 2003) worldview
where I-as-white am neutral, distanced, uninflected, and objective. This also includes a
socialized ignorance about my role in oppression and the oppressions others experience every
day. The phenomenon of white ignorance, according to Mills (2007), is not a result but an
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Another important term which I adapted from “Standard American English” to denote the process of selection of a
particular variant of language (assuming, of course, that we accept that languages can have boundaries around them
at all!) as the “correct” way to speak, which in reality reflects a set of social histories informing schooling, politics,
and other spaces where hierarchies of power are enforced/reinforced.
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activity, a way of living in the world that assumes that whatever harm has been done took place
in spite of one’s best intentions, and thus does not implicate that person or insist on their
responsibility as a member of society to working within many interlocking struggles for justice.
Thus, in my research, teaching, activist work, and living as a family member, neighbor, and
community member, I seek opportunities every day to take responsibility for the effect my work
enacts, even when driven from the best of intentions. This requires learning and reading and
listening as well as ongoing participation in activities where I put myself at service to my
community in New York as an ally, activist, and accountability partner working with BIPOC-led
organizations working for immigration justice. I seek to un-sediment myself, engaging in the
ongoing activity of uncovering and responding to unknowingness as an ongoing activity as well
as an ethical and political stance, which will take many if not all of my years.

Purpose, significance
The purpose of this research is, thus twofold. First, it addresses the epistemic injustice
(Fricker, 2013) inherent in the ways adult immigrant students are perceived as passive, quiescent
recipients of care in education, reflecting broader problems of dehumanization, infantilization,
and criminalization of immigrant communities and other marginalized groups in the United
States. Second, it embodies, as a form of ongoing political analysis and professional-ethical
formation, an emerging framework for thinking about how white, U.S.-born education scholars
and practitioners may recognize and contest their privilege in working with adult immigrant
students in nonprofit contexts not only as a decolonizing project, but in fact a deeply personal
and relational one.
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This research speaks to scholars and practitioners working at the interstices of education
and justice who are committed to education as a form of justice, or at least a means by which
justice is achieved through material, sociopolitical, and ideological transformation. It is a project
precisely for the liberal white U.S.-born educator who has been apprenticed into the work of
education through a discipline that tends toward the professionalized and the practical while
assuming that fair and justice educational practice derives from the selection of “good” methods
and schools’ central place in communities. This research asks both scholars and practitioners to
reconsider the political prefiguration inherent in these assumptions: (a) that educators know best
what education should look like (and can supply these ideas a priori); and (b) that educators
should thus be empowered to define the pedagogical, curricular, material, and epistemological
terms for education. It asks what education scholars and practitioners don’t know, what they
overlook as they develop theory or engage in practice, and where such answers might be sought
through dialogue, uncertainty, and different kinds of reflection that dig into our practices as
educators as well as our responsibilities to our students as community members and neighbors.
The relevance of this approach is clear when considering that many students, as members of
various communities, experience exclusion and harm through racist, anti-immigrant, ableist,
linguicist, ethnocentric, heteropatriarchal discourses within and outside educational spaces. Thus,
even though this research focuses on the nonprofit education of and with adult immigrant
students, the implications for this work, instantiated differently in different local contexts,
becomes clear.
The project is thus significant because it contributes to ongoing critical engagements with
education scholarship in several ways. First, it contributes to a small body of research studying
17

participants in nonprofit adult education, which is much less often a focus in comparison to
participation in formal adult education in institutional settings (Merriam & Baumgartner, 2020,
p. 83). This research also identifies oversights in the ways education scholars and practitioners
conceive of and enact pedagogy, and the organization of teaching and learning more generally,
via a unidirectional, prescriptive framework. It invites difficult thinking about how to recast these
decisions in adult education with immigrant students as a communal, emergent process where
educational decisions can be made in acknowledgement of the lived realities and ongoing
humanity of all members, placing front and center questions about ethical practice, equity,
inclusion, recognition, contribution, and relationships. Moreover, the value of this research lies in
the way it reframes justice in education and how this justice can be pursued when white,
Western-centric, liberal ways of doing education give way to communitarian, feminist,
coalitional work that centers adult immigrant students’ perspectives and visions for how
education could best take place. It asks educators, scholars and practitioners alike, to consider
what stereotypes, ideologies, and habits of thinking feature in their meaning making, and
whether the form of “justice” they pursue is truly a shared and collective one, or whether it
reflects metanarratives of “white rightness” and “white saviorism” still so intrinsic in our society.
A core question that emerges is this: what else is possible when adult immigrant students and
their contributions in education, not their case or cause, become central to the enactment of
equitable educational practice as more powerful educators open space for this to happen?
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Research questions
As may be inferred from the discussion of the motivations for and significance of this
research, the research questions that guided this work are qualitative in nature (though the
ultimate design is multiphase and composite, as quantitative/qualitative surveys are used in the
first phase of the project to collect demographic, educational, and employment data about the
adult immigrant student participants in the study). The questions are as follows:
1. How do adult immigrant students experience and contribute to nonprofit education? How
do adult immigrant students generate their own meanings around this, in both personal
and collective ways, including in the seemingly equivocal forms of silence and
ambiguity?
2. How can the prioritization of adult immigrants’ voices, visions, and emergent
subjectivities–not their “stories of suffering”–in the generation of collective expertise
through coalitional thinking contribute new insights in educational research and practice?
Two phrases may stand out. The first, “the seemingly equivocal forms of silence and
ambiguity,” refers to making room for a broader range of meanings to come forward during the
data collection processes. The poststructuralist scholar Lisa Mazzei (2003, 2004, 2007, 2011)
theorized expansively about the value and significance of silence in meaning making; this work
is complemented by research conducted by Miller (2011), Dodson and Schmalzbauer (2005), and
Morison & Macleod (2014), among others. These different engagements with the concept of
silence indicate the fluidity and uncertainty of nonspeech in meaning making, indicating more
than a pause in communication. I felt this to be significant in working with individuals who
speak different languages and participate in group interactions in ways different from a U.S.-born
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Standardized American English (SAE, for these purposes) speaker. I also intuited that silence
might occur in research with substantial power differentials between the adult immigrant student
participants, some of whom might be people of color, speakers of languages other than SAE, or
people with a range of literacies and educational backgrounds. Moreover, all of the participants
were students, and I was an adult ESL/ENL9 teacher. While we had not worked together, certain
understandings about the teacher-student relationship might nonetheless be at play. As I had
learned from reading scholars who had explored silence in meaning making contexts, silence
could still constitute a form of response. Thus, I designed both the surveys and the focus groups
(discussed in depth in Chapter Four) to include nonresponses as options for participation.
The second element that might catch the reader’s eye is “not their ‘stories of suffering,’”
a seemingly strident phrase that refers back to the background, purpose, and significance of this
project. As mentioned earlier and later in this dissertation (see Chapter Three), the ways
immigrants are perceived in mainstream U.S. discourse are limited to a few categories that
include low-skilled workers, potential criminals, poor people, uneducated people, people who are
illegal (as if a person could ever be “legal” or “illegal”), and people who need to be saved. Paired
with the construction of white people as saviors, the beneficent class who help others, these
discursive formations subsume and homogenize the multiple ways immigrant community
members live, work, and build lives. (Indeed, the phrase “immigrant community members”
implies a homogeneity that is of course defied by the many ways and reasons people emigrate to
the United States, not to mention the plurality of home/sending countries and backgrounds of this
group!) In order to encounter immigrant students as community members, neighbors, and
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English as a Second Language; English as a New Language. The slash term refers to the ongoing changes in
terminology applied to English learning, which depend on policy changes as well as geography.
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students, people who participate actively in the world around them just as U.S.-born people do, it
was important to stake this explicit claim within the second research question. I did not propose
to collect participants’ immigration stories and further curate them for consumption by others in
order to perpetuate their essentialization as “people I helped to get heard” and, in turn, my own
valor as a white educator and scholar (Fernandes, 2017).

Interweaving theoretical perspectives
Nonprofit education and adult immigrant students
The first part to be woven into the theoretical framework for this project is encapsulated
in the work I developed in The limits of pedagogy: diaculturalist pedagogy as paradigm shift in
the education of adult immigrants (Entigar, 2017a). This paper outlined the history of the
nonprofit education of adult immigrants in the United States, discussing its paternalistic,
monoculturalist ideological underpinnings, the development of culturally-oriented pedagogies
and their inappropriateness for adult immigrant learners, and the implications of applying
pedagogy that obscures these learners’ ways of being and knowing in education as well as their
ability and desire to contribute to how teaching and learning, viz. pedagogy, takes place.
Educating adult immigrants in America: a tradition of paternalism
Non-profit adult education has historically served the purpose of finding a middle ground
between nativistic worries about the “negative” influence of poor immigrants on American
society and the economic demand for cheap labor (Dinnerstein & Reimers, 1999; Bowles &
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Gintis, 1976; Fry, 2007; Immigration Restriction League U.S., & United States, 1903). In the
mid-19th century, concerned educational thinkers developed new theories aimed at ameliorating
the struggles of urban poor immigrants while alleviating conservative anxieties about social
unrest. In The history of adult education, J.W. Hudson (1851) defined “adult education” as the
intellectual and moral development of the working and poor classes, which would produce a
more “rational” and unified society (55). Progressive social reformers took up this humanitarian
project in the late 1800s and early 1900s by developing settlement houses and other
community-based programming that provided classes in English, health and child care, and other
subjects for city dwellers living in poverty, including adult immigrants. It is generally believed
that the work done by these educational activists had great merit, a point which many modern
scholars tout as committed educational work for social justice (Fine, 2013). This fact
notwithstanding, closer examination reveals that these humanitarian crusaders also viewed
urban-dwelling laborers from a paternalistic, monoculturalist perspective. Educational reformers
referred to poor adult immigrants as “primitive” in their social relations and lacking in the sort of
moral character that native-born, wealthier Americans had (Addams, 1899; Hudson, 1851). It
would be through education, these well-intentioned public intellectuals believed, that these
newcomers could be “saved” from their poverty and cultural ignorance by learning the skills,
behaviors, and values that would help them become like their native-born counterparts.
Today, many adult learners, both native-born and immigrant, approach non-profit
organizations – the descendants of settlement houses – for various forms of academic and job
programming because of the relatively low cost and workable schedule of such opportunities.
The moral saviorism underlying the philanthropic work of social reformers in the 19th century
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has been replaced in contemporary non-profit adult education by an ideology of service reflected
in terms like “empowerment,” “help,” and “advocacy.” However, educational research in
Canada, Australia, Scandinavia and the United States about such organizations, which provide
job training, citizenship courses, English as a Second Language ESL/ENL programs, and other
programming, has nonetheless found a modern version of the same top-down, monoculturalist
discourse that invisible-ized adult immigrant learners’ cultural lived experiences a century ago
(Pashby, Ingram, & Joshee, 2014; Ayers & Carlone, 2007; Carlson & Jacobsson, 2013; Atkinson,
2014). The normalization of this paternalistic orthodoxy in the tradition of educating adult
immigrants, it seems, has yet to be fully problematized.

Challenging tradition in American pedagogical design: exploring ontology and epistemology
Progressive American scholars have historically created theories of teaching and
learning, viz. pedagogy, as one way to counteract historically normalized injustices that take
place in American schooling in order to contribute to a more egalitarian vision of society.
Pedagogies built through the lens of sociocultural theory, for example, which originated in the
work of Lev Vygotsky and has come into American educational scholarship by thinkers like John
Dewey, have explored the interaction between individual, interactional, and cultural-historical
constituent forces in education (Dewey, 1916; Tudge & Scrimsher, 2003). Sociocultural theory,
in response to cognitivist views of a learner independent of his/her context which lays a learner’s
success or failure solely on his/her shoulders, has spurred scholars toward the development of
pedagogies that view social and cultural knowledge as instrumental to the learning process
(Glassman, 2001). This theoretical orientation has given rise to culturally responsive pedagogy
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(Ladson-Billings, 1995) and other asset pedagogies as well as later responses like culturally
sustaining pedagogy, which links “sustaining pluralism through education to challenges of social
justice” (Paris & Alim, 2014, p. 88). Critical scholars like Paulo Freire, Henry Giroux, Peter
McLaren, Antonia Darder, and others have likewise protested social status quo by illuminating
the historically hidden power differences in education and creating “liberatory,” “critical,”
“engaged,” “transformative,” or other pedagogies (Darder & Mirón, 2006; Giroux, 1997, 2005;
Freire, 1998, 2000; McLaren & Jaramillo, 2006; Shor, 1992; hooks, 1992).
With all of this important critical work in mind, it remains the case, nonetheless, that
much of American educational theory has generally prioritized a normative model of young and
native-born learners, “diverse” though they might be, and has overlooked adult immigrants.
Adult learners are on the whole usually subsumed under more generic approaches to teaching
because their education is seen as “unproblematic” and nonideological (Pratt & Nesbitt, 2010, p.
117). Sociocultural scholar Mary Alfred (2002) states that educational theory related to the
cultural ways of being of adult learners is lacking because such students are viewed from a
cognitivist perspective, under which learning becomes “an individual endeavor with little regard
for the sociocultural environment” (3-4). Most conventional thinking in the American academy
about adult education has not fully examined how older learners learn through and as a
constituent process in their cultural lived experiences. In the case of adult immigrant learners,
Sutton and Chaney assert that such individuals exist transnationally, maintaining a “dual-place
orientation” (as quoted in Alfred, 2005, n.p.) and mediating their learning experience through a
dynamic, complex and iterative cultural existence. In contrast to the accepted set of discrete
cultural categories racial/ethnic, linguistic, literacy-based, academic experience, etc. currently
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taken as given in educational theory in the United States, adult immigrants exist and know
differently. As a result of their kinetic, iterative cultural lived experiences, they contribute
differently to the “interactional dynamics” (Alfred, 2005, n.p.) of education compared to
native-born and younger students, because adult immigrants learn through multiple, multi-sited,
simultaneous existences and understandings.
Sociocultural theorists like Alfred have suggested that in order to provide better
educational opportunities for adult immigrant learners, more inclusive approaches must be
considered. This is made possible by incorporating the cultural tools and assets, i.e. knowledge,
of these learners into the classroom. Various asset pedagogies, like culturally responsive
pedagogy or pedagogy based on funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992),
advocate the valuation of learners’ home knowledge, community learning, and other cultural
understandings as contributions to the educational process. Implicit within these epistemological
considerations is an assumption that learner identity, an ontological conceit, has already been
accounted for and properly understood. Because the inclusion of cultural tools and skills i.e.,
knowledge implies that learner identity is concomitant, appropriate pedagogy by this definition
means better and more just forms of teaching by attending to epistemological matters. However,
this philosophical/theoretical assumption is deeply problematic when learners come from outside
the American monoculturalist determination of “cultural difference.” Adult immigrants’
identities differ from the mainstream dominant American white, middle-class, native-Standard
American English-speaking identity and fall under the heading of historically marginalized
groups vis-à-vis race/ethnicity “Black,” “Latino/a,” etc. ethnolinguistic identity
“native/non-native speaker of certain forms of English,” different forms of literacy, and/or
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definitions of “legitimate” educational experience (i.e., formal schooling; see Lave, 1996). Thus,
such learners are culturally invisible-ized and homogenized.
This way of doing pedagogy glosses over a major philosophical gap in thinking,
originating in the monoculturalist paradigm in the American academy, about adult immigrant
learners and their cultural ways of being and knowing. The issue, at its heart, is ontological, as a
necessary complement to the epistemological dimensions of the creation of pedagogical theory.
Psychologists Packer and Goicoechea (2000) address the important connection between being
and knowing in learning, a point which unites cognitivist and sociocultural perspectives as a
“nondualist” ontological challenge to the “division of knower and known” (p. 228), in viewing
learning. They state that “[b]eing is not essentially mind or matter, but varies with the historical
and societal context…Not just our knowledge but we ourselves, and the objects we know, are
constructed: What counts as real varies culturally and changes historically” (p. 232). They hold
that approaches to teaching and learning must distinguish socioculturalism’s prioritization of
ontology, which involves “the consideration of being: what is, what exists, what it means for
something—or somebody—to be” (p. 227) from the prominence cognitivism gives to
epistemological questions i.e., relating to the process of knowing. For adult immigrants, reality is
plural, simultaneous, dialogic, and in a constant state of iteration (Ryder, Alden, & Paulhus,
2000; Bhatia, 2002), which has a powerful influence on their experience in education. Their
cultural ways of being and knowing do not align with the static repertoire of discrete American
cultural categories upon which educational theory has heretofore been developed. The lack of
inquiry as to the ontological primacy of adult immigrant learners’ cultural lived experiences,
consequently, sets the stage for epistemological concerns to monopolize pedagogical strategy,
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curtailing the philosophical latitude and theoretical depth necessary for the production of
well-reasoned pedagogy.
Sociocultural scholarship about adult immigrants as learners, social justice-motivated
though it may be, illustrates this ideological limitation and its philosophical and theoretical
repercussions. Alfred (2005) and Lee and Sheared (2002) discuss the influence of cultural
models and other inclusive approaches in adult education that emphasize learners’ cultural
knowledge, prior learning experiences, and understandings of community. While a student’s
“social personal history” is welcomed as a nod to the value of identity to appropriate education
(Lee & Sheared, 2002), such thinking is nonetheless epistemologically driven and does not
critically address the core theoretical neglect of ontological inquiry vis-à-vis adult immigrants.
Even with great commitments to inclusion and social justice, the examples above illustrate the
ideologically-based silencing of ontological curiosity by monoculturalist, unidirectional
academic thinking in pedagogical theory. Such oversights may indeed be reinforced by accepted
pedagogical dogma, which has been institutionalized and operationalized over the course of
academic tradition in culturally “diverse” a term which subsumes varied non-dominant cultural
ways of being under one generic term classrooms in the United States.
Even the most well-intended and critically engaged forms of pedagogy may have their
limitations. Culturally responsive pedagogy, culturally sustaining pedagogy, pedagogy based on
funds of knowledge, and other approaches incorporate unproblematized, top-down
homogenizing assumptions developed with the American monoculturalist definitions of
“identity,” “community,” and “culture” in mind (Ladson-Billings, 1996; Paris & Alim, 2014;
Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992; Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005). Such approaches
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leave out the recursive cultural lived experiences of adult immigrants, who connect to
diachronically multiple sources of social reality and validity, and elide ontological divergence as
embodied in the adult immigrant learner. What are “identity,” “community,” or “culture” for an
adult immigrant who is not “post-transition” but rather experiences life in mutual membership, in
peripatetic, flexible zones of contact, creativity and transformation? A correlative problem exists
in critical pedagogy, which strives in postmodern fashion to create a “discourse of possibility”
(Kincheloe, 2005, p. 48) yet tends to value metanarratives of “liberation” and “democracy” over
local efforts and individual instances of new forms of education. Jackson (1997) warns that even
the great Paulo Freire’s quest for a “humanizing education” for all (Freire & Frei Betto, 1985, as
quoted in Jackson, 1997, p. 9) obscures the different ontological positions within the social
power structure that individual students may have (Jackson, 1997, pp. 4-5). Even if a critical
educator is aware that context and situated power relationships are factors in how pedagogy is
enacted (Giroux, 2005), the monoculturalist ideology of academia a priori neglects the
importance of ontological inquiry as to the interrelationship of belonging and departure, of
oppression and liberation, simultaneously enacted in the cultural lived experiences of adult
immigrant learners. What is the “liberation” of a learner who has “liberated him/herself” from a
difficult economic, social or political situation to come to this country, the land of opportunity?
Additional concerns related to critical pedagogy’s stem from its expressed commitment to
“calling into question the relationship of knowledge to power” (Jackson, 1997, pp. 2-3). Such a
priority, similar to asset-based pedagogies, emphasizes epistemological priorities as driving
concerns in learning, a move which universalizes and homogenizes adult immigrants’ cultural
lived experiences as a given in the struggle against subordination. As a result, paternalistic
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assumptions about adult immigrant learners’ cultural ways of being and knowing are embedded,
normalized, and left unproblematized in the creation and application of this pedagogy.

Immigrants as student-contributors, authors of possibility
In considering the ways adult immigrant students are discursively constructed as
quiescent, grateful recipients of educational opportunities and homogenized in spite of the
dynamic, fluid cultural ways they participate in educational practice, I now move to theorizing
how scholars and practitioners might acknowledge adult immigrant students as generative,
visionary contributors. In doing so, I reconceptualize nonprofit adult education space, typically
perceived as politically denuded and skills-based, as a culturally and politically dynamic site of
learning where possibilities and emergent futures are always in the making. This begins with the
discussion of sociocultural theory and its critical orientation in education.

Critical sociocultural theory
Sociocultural theory and scholarship began with the imaginative and deeply political
work of Lev Vygotsky in the early 20th century. Vygotsky suggested that in the process of
education, people produce individual ways of being and participating in their worlds as they
engage in a social environment which is historically and culturally situated. Vygotsky’s vision
also included broad possibilities with respect to social change and struggles toward a collective
vision for a better society, evoking scholarly connections to Marx and Engels’s dialectical
materialism (Marx & Engels, 1967). In such thinking, learning contributes to the collaborative,
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co-constructed form of meaning making that integrates teacher, student, and social
(cultural-historical) context. While sociocultural theory arose from the field of psychology as it
intersected with education early in the 20th century, it resonated with the movement toward more
community-based ways of looking at young learners in the United States in the 1970s and 1980s.
In this new view of education in the United States, the view of learning moved from a cognitivist
orientation to one which embraced the relevance of cultural and historical influences on and
through those who participate in education. Sociocultural thinking has continued to influence the
creation of teaching methods and programming like funds of knowledge, third space, and
culturally responsive/relevant and culturally sustaining pedagogy into the 21st century
(Ladson-Billings, 1995; Bhabha, 1994; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992; Paris & Alim,
2014; Alim et al., 2017).
While sociocultural scholarship about the education of adults, especially adult
immigrants, is relatively limited, several sociocultural scholars of education address the ways in
which adult students, and more specifically adult immigrant students, participate differently in
the learning process than non-immigrants, in part because immigrants experience their world in
transnational ways that generate distinct ways of being and knowing in education. Alfred (2005,
2009), for example, asserts that taking into account an inclusive sociocultural context for
learning with adult immigrants, in which “agency, culture, and structure interact to influence the
learning experience” (2005, n.p.) and where “the diversity of cultures, nationalities, and
worldviews of the newcomers” is prioritized, is central to supporting these learners (2009, p.
138). Alfred suggests that because adult immigrant learners are transnational in their orientation
toward learning, their inclusion in educational environments must involve cultural models which
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can account for these learners’ socialization and understandings of education in their country of
origin as well as their expectations for how education will take place in their receiving country
(Alfred, 2005). Lee and Sheared (2002) likewise offer that it is necessary that “we have a clear
understanding of how cultural values influence learning among foreign-born students, who
received their early socialization in non-Western cultures” (p. 29) in order to account for
immigrant students’ culturally and linguistically different ways of participating. These ways of
participating in learning, suggests Sparks (2002), may be perceived as expressions of an
ever-changing cultural self: “Culture, then, is an act of becoming that is formative and forming”
(p. 61). Adult immigrant students, like all individuals, are engaged, dynamic bodies in motion
that draw upon and shift their cultural contexts.
Moving beyond cultural considerations alone, a central point comes from Alfred’s (2005)
discussion of how power differentials can affect learning for adult immigrants. She cites Olneck
(2001):
Olneck...argues that the assumptions that students and teachers have of one
another significantly shape the degree, quality, and consequences of interactions.
These assumptions also influence immigrants' views of themselves as learners.
The actions and behaviors resulting from these assumptions and cultural
differences often result in social distance and marginality for immigrant students,
even in the absence of malice or intentions (Olneck, 2001). Furthermore, the
resulting effects of these negative interactions can have consequences for learning
in a multicultural classroom environment (p. 16-17).
This assertion reveals the ways in which U.S.-born, dominant-group teachers and
transnational adult immigrants interact in educational spaces where misunderstandings can
produce marginalization and silencing of adult immigrants, even in these individuals’ self-views
as learners.
A further concern in terms of power differentials refers to how the sociocultural context
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of nonprofit education itself can include or silence adult immigrant learners’ cultural ways of
being and knowing. Nonprofit adult education, as I have already stated, tends toward a
skills-based view of education, in which discrete, reified skills like English mastery or computer
literacy are taught in coursework which is short in duration and low in cost. (Vafai, 2014;
Ananyeva, 2014) This goal of efficiency in nonprofit education is pragmatic, as it expresses the
reality of limited funding and staffing that these organizations struggle with. This, along with the
global rise of neoliberal ideology, which emphasizes competition, accountability, individualism,
capital accumulation, and a move away from social support structures, has produced an
increasing silence around sociopolitical questions in education as a whole. Nonprofit education
organizations have, as a result, adjusted to this political economic climate, which is reflected in
their cultural environments and their educational priorities as pressure increases to move toward
social cohesion and assimilation. Recent scholarly research in Anglophone countries that receive
immigrants documents this shift. For example, Atkinson (2014) examined the ways in which an
Australian nonprofit organization disarticulated learning from the sociocultural experiences of
learners in the educational context, thereby silencing the identity practices of refugees seeking
vocational literacy programming. Pashby, Ingram, and Josee (2014) explored a Canadian
citizenship program in which questions of social justice and individual self-determination were
pushed out in favor of increasingly present assimilationist, neoconservative discourses. Ayers
and Carlone (2007) found that in a short-term job training program in the United States, adult
learners (both immigrant and U.S.-born) were “reduced...to their economic aspect…[and]
recognized only in terms of their potential contribution to production and their ability to raise
profits for investors” (p. 8). Importantly, there are possibilities for some resistance to such
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neoliberal, silencing processes to emerge. For example, in the Ayers and Carlone study, both
students and teachers in this job training context demonstrated counter hegemonic activity as
they constructed new cultural identities through interactions in this sociocultural space.
While socioculturalists working within the North American paradigm theorize
collaboration and interaction in social spaces specific to a given cultural and historical moment
as intrinsic to learning and human development, sociocultural theory tends to pause before
engaging with the relationship between identity practices and the political dimensions of
learning, including resistance, contestation, and political transformation. Poststructural theory
provides a set of heuristic resources to help explore this terrain.

Identity as onto-epistemological and political: poststructuralism, postcolonial theory,
Bakhtinian dialogism
Adult immigrant students are people who live transnationally, a multi-sited and
simultaneous life course that differs among and within communities depending on a plurality of
factors and stories. Poststructuralist theorists envision identity as complex and nonessential, e.g.,
that one’s social locations are not adequately described by a particular category (Hesse-Biber,
2007, p. 11). In a paper entitled “Agency in the Making: Adult Immigrants’ Accounts of
Language Learning and Work,” Miller (2010) advances a poststructuralist (as well as feminist)
definition of identity that focuses on “the dynamism, fragmentation, and contested nature of
identities” (p. 465) rather than seemingly neutral status quo thinking which equates identity to
cultural categories like “female,” “Chicano,” “bicultural,” and so on. In a similar vein, Bannerji
(2005) addresses how the employment of certain universalizing cultural labels like “gender” or
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“race,” without contextualizing them as social constructions which mediate capitalist relations
and subsume power relations, results in the reification of such labels while constructing them as
“natural.” Bannerji suggests that these reified cultural labels are “modes of mediation…[which]
help to produce the constant devaluation of certain social groups’ embodiment and labor power,
and create a ‘color coded’ cultural commonsense for the state and the society as a whole” (p.
153). This class-based encoding of racially-centered labels has great relevance to research with
adult immigrants, who identify dynamically and simultaneously across borders and experience
multiple and co-occurring histories of social positioning, and yet who, through the application of
codified, essentializing cultural labels, can become homogenized and thus misunderstood and
overlooked.
In response to cultural identity as prescription in the positivist tradition, I employ a
framework which centralizes identity as a fluid, iterative, simultaneous lifelong practice which
always contains resistant, disruptive promise, while recognizing the cultural and historical forces
which interact with it. This resonates with Butler’s (2010) examination of the possibilities
inherent to a definition of identity which is performative rather than static. Poststructuralist in
orientation, Butler’s thinking offers a destabilization of prescriptive forces that operate to
determine social reality, of which identity is a part:
…[I]t seems possible to conclude first, that performativity seeks to counter a
certain kind of positivism according to which we might begin with already
delimited understandings of what gender, the state, and the economy are.
Secondly, performativity works, when it works, to counter a certain metaphysical
presumption about culturally constructed categories and to draw our attention to
the diverse mechanisms of that construction. Thirdly, performativity starts to
describe a set of processes that produce ontological effects, that is, that work to
bring into being certain kinds of realities or, fourthly, that lead to certain kinds of
socially binding consequences (p. 147).
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Butler’s anti-positivist theoretical approach offers explanatory power in articulating how
identity can be performatively produced with and against the prescriptive nature of cultural
labeling. This is deeply meaningful for all social beings who by being human experience,
participate in, and resist various identities along their life courses. Yet it is even more so for
individuals such as adult immigrants, whose identity possibilities are curtailed as positivistic
prescriptive forces inscribe and construct them as “Other,” as subordinate, as voiceless or
without agency, as receivers of beneficence rather than active contributors to the production and
transformation of their realities.
However, the proposal to adopt a poststructuralist frame when considering adult
immigrant identity as performative, while important, only offers part of the picture. Other means
of addressing the power relations at play, which operate discursively within and around
education, must join the conversation. When considering the productive possibilities of adult
immigrant students in identity practices, Subedi and Daza (2008) engage with postcolonial
theory to help articulate how these individuals may a priori encounter identity as a script in the
context of dominant nation-centric, modernist discourses in education. Postcolonial praxis,
according to the authors, is “committed to the decolonization of dominant ways of being and
knowing, recognizing that there are multiple readings of our experiences and identities” (p. 5). In
stark contrast to the application of U.S.-centric cultural categories like “race/ethnicity,”
ethnolinguistic identity (like “native” vs. “nonnative” speaker), and so on, the authors instead
employ a vision of which allows that identities can be conflicted and divergent. Particularly
relevant is Subedi and Daza’s perception of immigrant identities as constantly in motion rather
than conforming to static labels: “John (1996) maintains that discrepant identities are shaped by
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multiple cultural formations and that identities continue to change as im/migrant subjects travel
across geographical boundaries” (ibid., p. 5). Postcolonial theory can, accordingly, help to
decolonize stereotypical nation-centric thinking which homogenizes and silences adult
immigrants’ dynamic and iterative cultural ways of being and knowing, pushing individuals into
a monolithic demographic block to be “Othered” in the service of a “discourse of nationalism”:
By foregrounding racial, ethnic, religious and other identities in the making of a
citizen-subject, postcolonial theorists have been critical of the ways in which
national identity and citizenship are conceptualized within racialized and
hetero-normative frameworks. Scholars have analyzed how notions of (white) US
citizenship are constructed at the expense of local and global Others, which
clearly subsumes the alternative ways minority subjects negotiate cultural
citizenship (p. 2).
Other authors posit similar concerns about static, essentializing cultural categories
prescribed by nation-centric thinking. Bhatia and Ram (2009) suggest a challenge to modernist,
totalizing notions of identity vis-a-vis adult immigrants, asserting that while these individuals
participate in multi-sited, dynamic and fluid realities across borders, they nonetheless face
homogenizing, silencing discourses of assimilation. “Universal notions of culture and self fails to
explain the challenges accompanying the acculturation process within a diasporic world where
an immigrant cannot freely choose whether they want to assimilate, become marginalized or
integrated within the larger society” (p. 148). This finds support in Fanon’s classic The Wretched
of the Earth (1967) in the concept of misrecognition, which offers explanatory power in relation
to the ways in which racialized individuals like adult immigrants may experience an imposed
identity through discursive forces of domination which disregard other ways of choosing to be
and see themselves. Bhatia and Ram (2009) further state that immigrant identity, especially as
articulated within questions around adaptation/acculturation, should be situated “within a
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historical context, bound up in a set of political positions, and based on negotiation, dislocation,
and conflict” (pp. 142-3). The authors suggest that instead of viewing adult immigrants as
moving along a teleological trajectory of transition and approximation of a U.S.-like lifestyle,
these individuals have dynamic ways of being and knowing in which they choose, contribute,
transform, and generate new meanings and selves as they both adapt and resist.
The question of choice as relates to identity is central as a poststructural
onto-epistemological tenet, one which observes the fact that each person is not simply a recipient
of identity as prescription but rather occupies an agentive relationship to the question of identity
as an ongoing and unfinished proposition. Can one produce or select an identity among many
possibilities given a particular social demand? The production of one’s identity interacts with the
architectures of time and space, of particular cultural and historical context, and of a particular
set of social conditions built around participants in the space of production. Miller (2010)
considers that in dialogue-based interactions such as interviews between researchers and adult
immigrants, the latter experience these contexts as “occasions for assembling meanings and
constructing selves” (p. 469), resonant with the Bakhtinian notion of self-authoring. Bakhtin’s
aesthetic philosophical work sought unity in the disparate, and simultaneity through the dialogic
relations of seemingly unrelated concepts which he instead saw as acting in concert, part of a
whole “achieved” through the flow of “aesthetic events” (Bakhtin, 1990). Identity, under such a
view, is not a received cultural category but indeed an experience of interactions that generate the
dialectical process of self-authoring that takes place, over and over again. This is, in other words,
identity-as-activity in the ever-changing sociocultural context, as a consummation of the
dynamic parts of existence into a whole at a given moment in time, as one is both responsive to
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others and responsible for her authoring of self as a narrative, a textual experience of living. This
poststructural framing of self-authoring as a production of “text” in the nontraditional sense
evokes the Bakhtinian concept of polyphony, meaning that it comprises “an array of vernaculars
that reflect a chronotope of personal histories, experiences, and outlooks, none of which is
necessarily privileged over the others” (Bakhtin, 1981, as cited in Barone & Eisner, 1997, p. 97).
Each individual contains within her this range of identification possibilities as apprehended in a
given cultural-historical and social context, in which particular discourses give rise to different
ways of explaining and invoking “the self.” In the case of adult immigrants, this suggests that
adult immigrants are “inter-discursive,” participating in multiple discourses that interact across
and simultaneously between physical and cultural locations and histories, to provide a means by
which these individuals may materialize and contest their identity. This Bakhtinian authoring of
self is thus polyphonic, voice-full, rich with disruption and generativity, as adult immigrants
produce themselves as historical and cultural beings, across geographies both literal and
sociocultural, that construct knowledges always in a state of rupture and renewal.

Identity, subjectivity, and agency via poststructural theory, deconstruction
The connection between identity, subjectivity, and agency is powerful but complicated.
According to poststructural thinking, as individuals construct themselves within a culturally and
historically situated discursive context, their agency–meaning their potential for action–is also
generated. Thus, just as adult immigrants’ ways of being and knowing evoke simultaneity, a
multiplicity of voices and positions (their subjectivities) which can be accessed and contested at
different moments, so too are the forms of agency they generate in the various discursive (and
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cultural and historical) spaces they occupy. This “in-between-ness” may emerge as, and in turn
generate, a relation of accord or one of opposition, or both. Cannella and Huerta (2019) describe
how scholars including Foucault, Kristeva, Bhabha, Anzaldúa, and Haraway theorize the ways
liminality–that is, movement within, along, and around borders between life stages, legal
statuses, and other dimensions of human geography–can be chosen or imposed and generate
opportunities for construction and/or destruction, or both (ibid, p. 147). This also might be
conceptualized as a condition of reflection and transformation, a “seedbed of cultural creativity,
where old perspectives...are contested and new ones are created” (Garsten, 1999, as cited in
Ghorashi, 2018, p. 378). Adult immigrants thus author themselves across contexts rather than
simply transitioning from one physical location to another, a reductive conceptualization that
echoes with assimilationist ideologies. In so doing, they engage with the conditions of their
existence as transnational people actively, reflectively, and creatively.
Yet the question of the discursive context remains. The creativity and active engagement
by adult immigrant students with their conditions of learning within humanitarian projects like
nonprofit education does not accord with paternalistic, savioristic discourses aimed at helping
immigrants to assimilate, adapt, integrate, and so on. I argue that the singular ways in which the
agency of adult immigrants as learners in nonprofit education is prescribed discursively, even in
the name of humanitarian efforts, must change. This requires a redefinition of agentive activity
which is dialectically related to power structures which legitimize insider/outsider subject
positions, a redefinition which further accepts that agency is plenipotential while also being
dynamic and responsive to shifting relations. Via a discussion of educational praxis, Lather
(2003) considers how the analytical tool of deconstruction can help scholars to challenge the
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modernist assumption of unitary meaning embedded in language (Derrida, 1995, p. 223, as cited
in Lather, p. 261), resulting in a move past, a “mourning…[of] a certain praxis characterized by
salvation narrative, consciousness-raising, and a romance of the humanist subject and agency”
(p. 6). Rather than assuming a predetermined set of subject positions (identities in practice) from
which agency derives, Lather allows herself to be “confronted with undecidability,
incompleteness and dispersion rather than the comforts of transformation and closure” (p. 18),
opting to open up of space for responsibility within indeterminacy, which is an ethical act. This
indicates a conceptualization of agency that rejects Western rational defaults, which seek
definition and predictability and which feature an epistemology that conceives of fluid,
simultaneous subjectivities and the agency they confer as not only undesirable but perhaps even
defective.
Bierria (2014) adds the possibility of various forms of agency in the face of politically
underpinned social relations where recognition is a force which is inclusionary, marginalizing, or
both. When agency is produced beyond the range of dominant-group social recognition – as in
the case of marginalized/silenced groups like people of color, poor people, people with
disabilities, and adult immigrants – the Foucaultian prospect of the irrational, marginal, excluded
subject emerges. Bierria offers the concept of “insurgent agency,” which asserts that outsider
subjects can continue to act in dialogue with forces of governance and power for instrumental
ends:
Insurgent agency is inspired by the concept of ‘insurgent citizenship,’ coined by
anthropologist James Holston and applied by Evelyn Nakano Glenn in her
discussion of black women voters manipulating post-Reconstruction voting rules
to craft democratic practices that included black women’s participation and
leadership, and undocumented immigrant students’ troubling the concept of
citizenship (Holston, 2009; Glenn, 2010). Insurgent agency is employed by
subjects who intentionally act in unstable and precarious circumstances that are
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difficult to escape or alter, and who craft provisional and makeshift practices of
opposition that subvert, but still remain defined by, conditions of power (p. 140).
The assumption that adult immigrants participating in nonprofit education will adopt the
“recognizable” prefabricated subject position of dependent recipients awaiting the educational
dole in nonprofit programming may permit the leaving out of certain subject possibilities in the
name of humanitarian missives. This in turn produces a subsequent assumption about how these
individuals will act in these contexts, including how they will approach learning and what
priorities and potential they have.
Such a line of thinking resonates with the sociopolitical orientation of postcolonial
thought. Subedi and Daza (2008) inquire after the construction of local/global relationships of
colonial oppression and colonality (the continuing contemporary results of colonization in
education, health, government, and other social structures) and the discourses they have
generated in relation to agency. They consider “topics of agency and resistance within/against
dominant and alternative discourses” (p. 1) in postcolonial praxis, challenging the accepted
universal doctrines in Western thinking around “history, experiences, and/or culture that
subsumes differences (Mohanty, 2004, as cited in Subedi and Daza, p. 2). Of particular relevance
to the question of agency is their postcolonial critique of “how the dichotomous representation of
the world establishes a rigid division between local/global, citizen/foreigner,
civilized/uncivilized, etc.” (Chow, 1993, as cited in Subedi and Daza, p. 2). Rather than inscribe
subordinate positions from which agency derives for adult immigrants, it is possible in an ethical,
postcolonial framework to explicitly reject descriptions of adult immigrants as “docile,”
“post-transition,” and “grateful, ” while opening up fertile ground for broader, seemingly
conflicting interpretations of their cultural ways of being and knowing as agentive dimensions of
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learning. This is crucial even in the case of critical migration studies, which Ellis and Stam
(2017) argue “have given way to broader ideological debates and lost sight of migrants as
agents” (as cited in Ellis et al., 2019, p. 164). In the overfocus on structural concerns, scholars
like Ellis et al. (2019) and Ahmad (2014) implore migration scholars to consider “agency that is
lost when the lives of migrants are explained primarily by reference to social and political
determinants rather than migrants’ aims, desires, outlooks, hopes, and dreams” (Ellis et al., 2019,
p. 164). This may include alternate visions of how nonprofit education takes place, including as a
shared project of teaching and learning where a diversity of claims and priorities destabilizes
singular, monoculturalist and assimilationist orientations. Within this radical framework,
immigrants in education can navigate educational discourses that homogenize them, positioning
them as submissive and “resist positioning, attempt repositioning, and deploy discourses and
counterdiscourses” (McKay & Wong, 1996, p. 603).
In sum, I move beyond the traditional paternalistic approach to pedagogy and educational
research, which inscribes a unitary view of adult immigrant learners as passive recipients of
humanitarian efforts, to seeing these student-contributors for their agentive contributions to their
worlds and their futures. I contend that these individuals are creative, self-determining
community members, authors of their own realities rather than wards of the state in a holding
pattern until they can be funneled into their “right place” in the economy. This manifesto
possibilizes a shared future with adult immigrant student-contributors in nonprofit education in
which the collective thinking of participants ruptures, contests, creates, and commits to a new
space of political promise and social change. In the next section, I will turn to the political
philosophical scholarship that informs this project.
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Ethics, justice, and political subjectivity
Building upon this discussion of the ways nonprofit education with adult immigrants can
become a space of creativity and contestation for a collaborative and juster future, I will address
the broader ethical and sociopolitical implications for this research project. It is central, first, to
acknowledge the deeply political implications of the positioning of adult immigrants as passive
recipients in education, rather than active contributors to its form, objectives, priorities, and
values. Since the 1990s, nonprofit adult education’s role is not, generally speaking, to espouse a
democratic education as we generally conceive of it, in which individuals access the possibility
of politics, of contesting a predetermined and limited set of potential and agentive contributions
to education and their futures beyond it. It instead inheres, albeit implicitly, an emphasis on
adaptation, assimilation, and conformity, as well as the generation of a limited set of economic
and political possibilities for adult immigrants, whose coming to the United States becomes
unassailable only insofar as they are politically mute and economically productive. The
aforementioned work of scholars such as Atkinson (2014), Pashby, Ingram and Joshee (2014),
Ayers and Carlone (2007), and Carlson and Jacobsson (2013) helps frame the politically engaged
discussion of how nonprofit education organizations may reflect a dominant social order into
which adult immigrants typically are located.
Some of the narratives around immigration that adopt assimilationist visions of pre- and
post-transition across national boundaries which are universal. Bhatia and Ram (2009) examine
the acculturation experiences of Indian immigrants vis-a-vis a Western-centric cultural
worldview about immigration as a neutral, naturalized process of assimilation and adoption of
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social norms. The authors reference the work of Hall (1991), who states that this discourse
creates a teleology of identity outcomes, a directionality and a seeking of a final “authentic” self
in the immigrant story within dominant U.S. culture. Such hegemonic discourse confers certain
values upon nonprofit adult educational practices and programming, including goals for the
acquisition of Standardized American English, job training, and/or adaptation to U.S.-based
educational standards for behavior and knowledge, yet can also silence the powerful
development of political subjectivity which is also taking place. Under such a view of nonprofit
adult education, we might ask what rights adult immigrants, as participants in education as well
as political subjects, have to shape and contest, inform and resist, the ways in which their
political subjectivity accords with the powerful U.S.-centric narrative that embeds assimilation as
an expected outcome for immigrants. We might also ask what rights these individuals have to
contribute to the shaping of educational justice within these contexts.
I suggest that it is important to view educational organizations as political microcosms,
where understandings of responsibility, belonging, and rights frame the way people interact,
build relationships, and make choices. When we speak of rights in particular, one may assume a
naturalized code of universal rights shared by all individuals, or, as expressed by Arendt in her
practical philosophy, a production of definition and enactments of rights vis-a-vis concepts of
political inclusion and exclusion, which is particularly significant in the case of immigrants.
Arendt (1951) establishes a core ethos, “the right to have rights,” which is precisely what “the
excluded individuals and groups in contemporary societies...are deprived of” (Balibar, p. 733),
including refugees and other immigrants. This alludes to citizenship not simply as a process of
transition from one state to another but an ideological signpost by which certain individuals are
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discursively marginalized. By overlooking the political, nonprofit education organizations may
unwittingly produce positions for adult immigrants which are economically inclusive but which
inscribe “outsider positions” to these individuals, a tacit form of symbolic violence which is
justified by neoliberal and nativist discourses that underpin this form of education.
Balibar (2007) explores Arendt’s description of the right of all community members,
including immigrants, to have protections and takes the position that every political community
contains an immanent “principle of disobedience or dissidence within the legal frame of
obedience itself” (p. 737). Here, “community” refers to a generative political space of reciprocal
social relations for all individuals, rather than a received notion of membership which feeds into
a predetermined future. Similarly, Fraser (2012) argues that individuals from marginalized
groups may be understood to be politically voiceless, assigned a “feminized sense of
‘dependency’ [which] attaches to ‘deviant’ groups who are considered ‘superfluous’ (p. 8).
Fraser offers instead a view of justice in political communities called “parity of participation” (p.
11) which challenges the economic, cultural, and political barriers that otherwise prevent equal
contribution from all members within the community. Fraser asserts the importance of such a
move as a response to “meta-political injustices,” which take place as transnational injustices are
rearticulated under national definitions and due to which “non-citizens are wrongly excluded
from consideration” (ibid). In considering both the possibility of “disobedience” and of an
ongoing constitution of political community, Fraser (1989, as cited in Tuana, 1992, p. 109)
suggests that new discourses might come into being:
Fraser outlines the ways in which new needs discourses are invented by those on
the margin, such as women, workers, and/or people of color, by their construction
of alternative interpretations of their needs and creation of new discourses to
express them, what Fraser calls ‘oppositional discourse’ (p. 110).
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The ways in which education is defined may shift as adult immigrants come to the table
in voice-full ways that challenge discourses of subservience and political docility. Bhatia and
Ram (2009) similarly consider the notion of educational and political discourses in “democratic
education” as a site of contestation through the shared processes of positioning that each
contributor experiences in the social exchange taking place, as dialogic relations produce new
political possibilities. In adult education, Brookfield and Holst (2011) envision a form of learning
that pursues democratic social and economic relations:
Our understanding of adult learning is not . . . to increase knowledge, enhance
understanding, develop insight, or develop skill. For us adult learning is
inextricably tied to creating and extending political and economic democracy–to
equalizing control of and access to wealth, education, health care, and creative
work, and to promoting collective and cooperative forms of decision making and
labor. Every act . . . will entail alternative and intersecting dimensions...each
involved a complex web of actions, choices, and reasoning, with different forms
and processes highlighted more strong than others at different times (as cited in
Glowacki-Dudka et al, 2012, p. 4).
While a critique of the meta-narrative of “democracy,” particularly via the North
American capitalistic version of this term, is outside the scope of this project, the framework
Brookfield and Holst (2011) offer is inspiring as at least a starting philosophical and political
commitment. The principles espoused here engender priorities of equality (though perhaps not
equity) of access and contribution in adult education as a cooperative project. Yet such ideals
become murky when considering how this might look in a politically asymmetrical educational
context shared by U.S.-born educators and adult immigrant students. Questions of vulnerability,
liminality, legal status, racial, educational, and linguistic privilege of course immediately come
forward, as well as the risk of engaging in meaning making in a collective context itself, albeit
one targeting political, educational equality.

46

Women of color feminism(s): critical intersectional epistemology, politicized trust, and
coalitional thinking
Women of color feminism—which is truly many kinds of feminism, not a single
category—provides us with, quite simply, a different way to see the world, or alternately, a way
to see that the world is not THE WORLD, but a world. Women of color feminists and
scholar-activists have for decades and centuries theorized concepts driven by social movement
work and daily resistance to the oppressive and dehumanizing hegemony of white
heteropatriarchal capitalism and settler colonialism. This work of turning survival into
survivance into thriving includes theorizing concepts as wide-ranging as collective justice,
distributed and participatory decision-making, and popular education (Ella Baker, Garza from
Black Lives Matter); everyday action and everyday resistance (Patricia Hill Collins, Kris
Gutiérrez); the conceptualization of knowledge, oppression, and relationships outside of
whitestream academic work (Barbara Smith, Patricia Hill Collins); intersectionality (the
interrelationship of oppressions expressed through experiences of race/racialization, gender(ing),
class membership, legal status, linguistic identity/practices, and (dis)ability (Kimberlé Crenshaw,
bell hooks, Patricia Hill Collins); hybridity, border, transnationality against binarisms (Gloria
Anzaldúa, Chandra Mohanty, María Lugones); and many other topics. I follow the thinking of
Alice Elizabeth Taylor (2015) as she claimed that “even feminists who are not ‘women of color
can engage in key components of women of color feminism” (p. 24).
In this project, I first approached the process of doing research with adult immigrant
students using the lens of critical intersectional epistemology, a feminist and anti-racist approach
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to meaning making. Critical intersectional epistemology is premised on the theory of partial
perspective, which articulates the limits to what I can know–and should say I know–as a white,
U.S.-born researcher (Hunter, 2002). An intersectional framework also undermines social
categories like race and gender that essentialize and universalize the complex experiences of
oppression that members of marginalized communities confront on a daily basis (Crenshaw,
1989). This reflected my commitment to approaching working with adult immigrant students
without a priori assumptions about who they were and how they saw the world, an act of
resistance to assimilationist logics I have already discussed. This was a political act for me as a
white, U.S.-born graduate student as well. Patricia Hill Collins, author of “Black Feminist
Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness and the Politics of Empowerment” (1990), explains how
epistemological activity is expressive of the standpoint where it is not only created but also
legitimated and utilized:
Scholars, publishers, and other experts represent specific interests and
credentialing processes and their knowledge claims must satisfy the
epistemological and political criteria of the contexts in which they reside (p. 187).
Understanding that my activities as a knowledge worker must meet qualifications
standards rooted in a white, Western-centric, masculinist worldview in order to achieve
visibility—and that the epistemic work of others will not—changed the way I thought
about research and my contributions to scholarship. What kind of task would it be to
attempt to push at the borders of legitimacy under the traditions of rationalist,
Western-centric scholarship and the institutions that house it in my scholarly activity?
In the process of decolonizing my process and building relationships in meaning
making across substantial social distance with adult immigrant students in this research, I
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explored the scholarship of women of color feminists who advanced coalition politics,
and coalitional thinking more broadly. According to Taylor (2015):
The skills women of color have acquired by navigating their own multiple
identities and struggling toward ontological wholeness as coalitional selves, I
argue, prepare them for the difficult work of concrete coalition politics with other
subjugated peoples and across, at times conflicting or hostile, differences.
Angela Davis, Audre Lorde, Barbara Smith, Bernice Johnson Reagon, Jacqui
Alexander, Karma Chávez, and many other scholar-activists have conceptualized
coalition politics through the frameworks of social activism and transnational solidarity.
At the heart of this work of “coalescing across difference” (Murib & Taylor, 2018, p. 115)
lies trust-building, ambiguity and unpredictability, a rejection of universal thinking, and
an acknowledgement of difference not via social categories, but rather according to the
daily experience of struggle that each member brings into the work, even the risks
involved in its very doing (Reagon, 1983).
There are clear asymmetries of experience at play when white scholars examine
the affordances of the concept of coalition with others who come to the table across social
locations divided by structural racism, nationalism, and white heteropatriarchy. This is
illustrated in This Bridge Called My Back (1981) by Chicanx feminist Gloria Anzaldúa
as she pens a letter to fellow women of color authors working within and across white,
monolingual institutions of power:
My dear hermanas, the dangers we face as women writers of color are not the
same as those of white women though we have many in common. We don’t have
as much to lose - we never had any privileges. I wanted to call the dangers
“obstacles” but that would be a kind of lying. We can’t transcend the dangers,
can’t rise above them. We must go through them and hope we won’t have to
repeat the performance (p. 163).
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Anzaldúa brings forward the risks taken by women of color feminist writers exposing
themselves to the judging eye of whitestream literary orthodoxy compared to that faced by their
white feminist counterparts. She refers to the way the words of women of color writers are
“inaudible, [speaking] in tongues like the outcast and the insane” (ibid.), unintelligible across the
distances and erasures imposed by structural racism and white supremacist politics of
knowledge. Yet the courage of this thinking lies indeed in its very refusal to be silent, a
survivalist courage rather than one chosen at leisure.
Later in This Bridge Called My Back, Anzaldúa describes the ways she moves across
universes to build her own within herself, changing herself in order to envision the world as it
should be. This vision requires the building of connections across difference against the common
oppressor of white Western rationalist heteropatriarchy:
The rational, the patriarchal, and the heterosexual have held sway and legal tender
for far too long. Third World women, lesbians, feminists, and feminist-oriented
men of all colors are banding and bonding together to right that balance. Only
together can we be a force. I see us as a network of kindred spirits, a kind of
family...Not all of us have the same oppressions, but we empathize and identify
with each other’s oppressions (p. 209).
This vision of collective activity to “transform the planet” (ibid.), while not named
coalition as such, charts resistance across social locations against the different oppressions that
inflect the lives of our neighbors without obscuring the presence and persistence of oppressions
in each participant’s life, a charge levied against white feminist utopianism. Anzaldúa further
develops the concept of the bridge in This Bridge We Call Home (2002) and describes the
unstable in-between places she terms nepantlas, a Nahuatl word that refers to “unknown
territory” where transformations can occur and consciousnesses can shift through uneasy
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collaborations. She describes the process of bridging much in the way other feminists of color
have spoken about coalitional practice, in its risks and uncertainties:
To bridge means loosening our borders, not closing off to others. Bridging is the
work of opening the gate to the stranger, within and without. To step across the
threshold is to be stripped of the illusion of safety because it moves us into
unfamiliar territory and does not grant safe passage. To bridge is to attempt
community, and for that we must risk being open to personal, political, and
spiritual intimacy, to risk being wounded (p. 3).
I sought to consider coalitional thinking in terms of how meaning making shared
by adult immigrant students–people who often experience precarity as they are racialized,
judged by their language differences, and identified as “illegal” or “not quite legal”–and
myself in nonprofit education contexts could take place. I was drawn to the idea that
coalitional thinking across difference and different experiences of oppression, precisely
what my research involved, centered “intersubjective transformative work” as well as
self-reflexivity (Murib & Taylor, 2018, p. 117). Following Anzaldúa, what risks and
vulnerabilities had I yet to engage within myself, in espying parts of me that aligned with
the oppressor class, while creating bridges to work with others? When I designed and
conducted my research, I assumed that my good intentions, educational background,
stated political learnings, and approval by my professors and the IRB board confirmed
that my project would be ethical, generative, and valuable. An aspect of this work that I
particularly prided myself on was the dialogical dimension of the research itself; I was
inviting adult immigrant students to join me in a “co-researching” process whereby we
would encounter and construct meanings together. I did not, to my mind, consider the
transformative intersubjective potential of the project. I wondered later how reflexivity,
not a simple “autoethnographic step,” could have been conceptualized. I could have
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started with Lugones’s (2003) sociopolitical mapping project, where I could unfurl and
examine my sociopolitical geography, “looking for signs of power and of limitations,
reductions, erasures, and functionalist constructions” (p. 9). So much more could have
been done, and will be done.
Many answers were to be found, because many more questions laid in wait after I
had already conducted the research. Yet I can still claim my emerging commitments to a
coalitionally-driven educational research and practice with adult immigrant
student-contributors. Thus, to close this discussion, I draw from Chapter Six, To choose
to not be included is to belong: a framework for unknowing, trust, and coalitional
thinking with adult immigrant students to lay out the following points about how
meaning making can center and uplift the perspectives and contributions of these students
in research and practice.
I argue that in order to build a truly “inclusive” educational space where all
members matter, a form of trust acknowledging the dynamic lived experiences and
personhood of adult immigrant students as they define their own worlds must be at the
center of the work. In adult education, where U.S-born people and immigrant people,
white people and racialized people, documented and undocumented, housed and
unhoused, privileged and marginalized people10 teach and learn, building such trust
involves both deep commitment and uncertainty. Accordingly, I draw upon the concept of
politicized trust (Vakil et al., 2016), which directly acknowledges the fraught
relationships shared by members of dominant groups and individuals from marginalized
10

While outside the scope of this paper, the author acknowledges that binaries that typologize different lived
experiences obscure the intersectional oppressions and advantages that inflect most people’s lives. See (Crenshaw,
1989). In the present paper, this choice was strictly rhetorical.
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communities in meaning-making contexts. Vakil et al. contextualize this approach, which
they applied in educational research, using terms from social movement thinking such as
“solidarity” and “partnerships”:
[W]e argue that neither trust nor solidarity is gained (nor should it be) by the
assertion of good intentions, nor is it accomplished merely once and then set
aside. Instead, politicized trust calls for ongoing building and cultivation of
mutual trust and racial solidarity...In certain contexts, such as cross-racial
partnerships, it may begin on highly fragile ground and be susceptible to undoing
throughout (p. 199).
While cautionary in nature, such claims can invite a reenvisioning of concepts like trust
and solidarity–and inclusion–which have deep implications in educational practice with adult
immigrant students from different backgrounds and lived experiences than their teachers. In the
context of politicized trust, which centers the perspective that any group of people may include
members that experience threats, violence, and precarity, inclusion becomes an expression of all
members’ contributions to how participation and belonging take place. This can give rise to a
more politically honest, more ethically committed pedagogical practice, which demands a higher
level of ethical engagement from educators who learn to take responsibility for the harm they
may do even unintentionally and who value the personhood of their students as active
contributors in their learning.
Nourishing the politicized trust by which group members engage across distance in
education, in which decision-making is distributed and constantly negotiated and differences of
legal status, safety, racial privilege, and access to social goods inform a collective set of values,
takes time and requires the building of accountability. However, sustaining transformative work
like this does not require new frameworks. I suggest that coalitional thinking can help guide this
radical shift in practice for white, U.S.-born, liberal educators who seek to decenter and
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decolonize their paternalistic, monoculturalist practices. This kind of work frames education as a
political undertaking, where members can engage with activist commitments and the hope of
justice and social transformation.
Coalition politics, and the societal reasons that have made them necessary, are hardly
new. In alignment with the tenets of politicized trust, the version of coalition advanced here is
one that has been theorized by women of color feminists from the late 20th century onward. This
form of coalition is necessarily relational, a means by which members engage with
self-reflexivity as they “coalesce” across difference; such a process is unpredictable, ambiguous
and emergent for every member as well as for the greater group’s movements. Barbara Smith, a
founding member of the Combahee River Collective in the 1970s and 1980s, has explained
coalitional practice as “working together across differences,” calling this “the only way that we
can win, and that’s how we survive in the meantime” (Taylor, 2019, n.p.). This question of
survival already changes the terms of engagement. Rather than embedding assumptions about
shared life experiences, relative location in the sociopolitical hierarchies within and across
national borders, or even perspectives on a particular cause to which people collectively commit,
coalition begins with the idea that precarity and discomfort are necessary features of solidarity
building across difference for group survival. (Reagon, 1983) laid out similar ideas in her 1981
speech entitled “Coalition Politics: Turning the Century”:
Coalition work is not work done in your home. Coalition work has to be done in
the streets. And it is some of the most dangerous work you can do...Some people
will come to a coalition and they rate the success of the coalition on whether or
not they feel good when they get there. They’re not looking for a coalition;
they’re looking for a home! (p. 359)
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Coalitional practice is neither safe nor certain, not a place to remain in comfort while
fellow coalition members remain exposed to structures and strategies of oppression or a space to
become faceless in an unproblematized quest for justice. In “Feminism in Coalition: Rethinking
Strategies for Progressive Politics Across Difference,” Murib & Taylor (2018) suggest that the
complex process of bringing different people in collective political activity requires great
commitment within great uncertainty:
[C]oalitions are more than a nominal movement toward inclusion or a way to
index formal political alliances. Coalitions are instead shaped by politico-ethical
commitments, unanticipated relational gestures, processes of (dis)integrating and
rewiring of the self, and imperfect attempts at coalitional solidarity that grapple
with the question of how to balance unified political action with attention to
difference (p. 117).
The imperfection and profound changes inherent to coalitional work provide a beacon for
how inclusion in adult education with immigrant students might emerge when powerful and
privileged educators eschew comfort and embrace uncertainty and unknowing. Educational
practice galvanized by coalitional thinking, which harmonizes the priorities of committed
unknowing and politicized trust across difference while bringing to the fore student agency in
determining shared values, reaches towards social transformation on brand new terms.
Coalitional thinking and practice with adult immigrant students, who are all too often reduced to
being trauma survivors, dependents, or workers rather than fully human beings with “aims,
desires, outlooks, hopes, and dreams” (Ellis et al., 2019, p. 164) for their lives, is a first step.
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CHAPTER THREE
The limits of pedagogy: diaculturalist pedagogy as paradigm shift in the education of adult
immigrants
Preamble11
Pedagogy and other teacher practices shape and are shaped by the interactional and political
context where this education takes place. While teachers may enter the educational space with
preset understandings of what constitutes “good” teaching, these understandings may not always
align with the goals, expectations, and values their adult immigrant students contribute. First,
teachers may not recognize the ways in which they behave toward some students in racially
problematic ways or ways that fail to embrace their bicultural understandings as people from
formerly colonized countries. For example, students from Latin America or Middle
Eastern/North African origins may experience discriminatory treatment:
Participant #1: In the case for the Hispanic people–for the Hispanic people,
it’s not important. Yes?
Researcher: Their culture is not important.
P1: Like the culture is not important.
R: Tell me more about that.
P1: ¿Cómo se dice ‘denigrar’ en–
R: Denigrar? To denigrate. To look down on is a good way to say it. Look
down on people. Okay, sure.
…
So why do you think that is? Do you have any opinion or perspective, or
have people talked about that? Do you think it’s a racial thing? Do you think
it’s a country of origin thing? Do you think that maybe there’s a racism
piece?
P1: Yes, the racism.
…
11

This and the other two preambles in this dissertation reflect the outcomes of the assertion analysis step conducted
during the Data Analysis stage of the research.
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Participant #2: For me, it’s difficult because I have double culture. I have
French culture and Arabic culture. And this is different.
R: Okay, that’s a really good point.
P2: Yes, but it’s a little bit difficult for me if I use the French culture because
my country is occupied by France before, and everyone have French culture.
And it’s not occupied, but before, it’s department France.
…
P2: If I consider me like by my background French culture it’s okay, then no
problem. If I consider Arabic culture it’s not the same.
In addition to obscuring or discounting some students’ cultural ways of being, some
teachers may approach education with adult immigrant students with a sense of
authority/dominance that precludes dialogue, negotiation, and compromise. Teachers may not,
for example, recognize that they behave top-down, paternalistic ways, discounting students as
active participants in the learning process:
Excerpt from Focus Group 2
Participant #1: I had the teacher when even the students say, teacher always
right. No, not always. And in his class it was the first rule. Teacher always
right. Come on, I am not seven year old. Probably I know something better
than you are. In my profession [inaudible]. And it’s good when the teacher,
not strong agreement, but it’s dialogue. It’s supposed to be a dialogue.
Researcher: Right. Especially–
P1: And in this case, you feel like you are important and included when it’s a
dialogue. And when–
R: Right. Which is what happens in other adult situations.
P1: Absolutely. When the teacher listen to you, not just speak to you, and
listen to you and recognize what you say.
…
Participant #2: The first of all teacher should understand that he or she come
to the adult people. Work with an adult. It’s totally different comparing with
the children.
R: Tell me more about that. What is it?
P2: Yeah. The teacher not every time right, absolutely Teacher cannot know
everything, and dialogue, it’s supposed to be a dialogue.
R: I like that.
P2. And just to give chance to say something because it’s like a teamwork.
…
And it’s like your questions, students should be included in the process.
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Finally, teachers may apply pedagogical practices that appear to acknowledge students’
cultural backgrounds, while in reality silencing student perspectives about how educational
practice is formed and enacted. This may come as a surprise, even for experienced teachers:
Researcher: That’s a very interesting point, {participant name}, and I never
thought about it, which is that if you were, for example, if you’re an asylum
seeker, and/or refugee from a country where there’s a lot of violence, for
example in Central America. If you’re coming from Honduras or something
or El Salvador, you may not want to compare your culture or your previous
experiences to now. You may not want to talk about that. Even the idea of
inclusion might be problematic.
Participant #1: I offended.
R: You get offended!
Teachers working with adult immigrant students may not recognize that these learners,
whose cultural, linguistic, and racial(ized) experiences often differ from dominant group
educators, form opinions about and interact with the teaching and learning process in agentive
ways. This provokes the following questions: (1) how might educators who teach in adult
education contexts with immigrant learners to acknowledge their students as culturally and
linguistically dynamic people, with backgrounds and experiences that educators might not be
prepared for, without subjecting them to racist or otherwise essentializing treatment? And (2)
how do educators negotiate with adult immigrant students to open space for ongoing collective
decision-making about how education should take place?

Abstract
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Pedagogical theory develops through the interventions of scholars who believe injustice
should not be normalized. This conceptual paper suggests that in the United States, such
interventions nonetheless operate under monoculturalist, paternalistic assumptions
constructed within the American social and academic narrative. The top-down paradigm of
“designing pedagogy” is inappropriate for the education of adult immigrants, whose
cultural ways of being and knowing differ from other learners. Even in the case of
pedagogies designed with explicit political agendas, the American academy’s ideological
and philosophical tradition restricts its theoretical potential by invisible-izing adult
immigrant learners. This conceptual paper draws from sociocultural theory, psychology
and philosophy to contextualize this problem within the American sociohistorical
narrative, established academic conventions, and current educational practice. It proposes
diaculturalist pedagogy, which prioritizes the dialogic creation of pedagogy vis-à-vis adult
immigrants’ dynamic cultural ways of being and knowing as a necessary ontological
distinction. Diaculturalist pedagogy challenges the reification of monoculturalism, which
premises its authority on American cultural categories or attributions of “pre-”/“post-”
status. This shift in educational scholarship disrupts traditional perceptions of adult
immigrant learners while interrogating the theoretical myopia and paternalism of
pedagogical prescription, evoking new potential for what education for, about, and with
adult immigrants might mean.
Keywords: pedagogy, adult immigrant, paternalism, ontology, culture, sociocultural theory,
monoculturalism
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Introduction
The American educational tradition espouses democratic commitments to equity of
treatment, access, and quality of schooling for all students U.S. Department of Education 2011, a
prospect which over time has been bounded by systemic problems of disparate opportunity and
embedded injustices. Non-white students, students who do not speak Standard American English
as a native language, poor students, students of non-standard literacies and abilities, students
isolated from opportunities due to geographical location, non-native-born students, and students
from other marginalized social spaces have perennially experienced a different form of education
than students in the dominant white, middle-/upper-class, native-English-speaking group (Au,
2009; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Katznelson & Weir, 1985; Anyon, 1997). While federal decisions
like Brown v. Board of Education and Lau v. Nichols have historically responded to such
injustices, it is often the case that theorists, researchers, and practitioners must pick up where
legal and social mandates leave off. Theories about teaching and learning, commonly referred to
as pedagogy, develop through the passionate, committed interventions of educational scholars
who believe that injustice should not be normalized within an unfair system. This conceptual
paper, while motivated by similar commitments, suggests that in the United States, such
interventions nonetheless operate under a set of monoculturalist, paternalistic assumptions
constructed within the American academic and social tradition. This conceptual paper argues that
the time-honored top-down paradigm of “designing pedagogy” as it takes place now is not
appropriate for the education of adult immigrants, whose dynamic, fluid, iterative cultural ways
of being and knowing distinguish them from other learners (Guo, 2015; Knowles, Holton &
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Swanson 2005; Alfred, 2002; Baumgartner, 2003). Even in the case of pedagogies designed with
explicit political agendas for radical social change at their core, the American academy’s
ideological and philosophical tradition restricts its theoretical potential by invisible-izing the
cultural lived experiences of adult immigrant learners and their participation in educational
practice.
This proposition is first and foremost ideological and philosophical in nature, though it
carries practical consequences as well. The American academy has been unopposed in viewing
the resolution of classroom-based inequity via pedagogical theory through a monoculturalist
lens. This conceptual paper defines American “monoculturalism” as a worldview built on a set of
American, native-born cultural formulas “white,” “Black,” “illiterate,” “bilingual,” etc. defined
through this country’s social history. The term “monoculturalism” has alternately been defined as
a social orthodoxy which positions the strength of the white, middle-class, monolingual
Protestant identity as source of American national unity (see Pinder, 2010 for further discussion).
Such a monolithic worldview perceives immigrant students as in transition, moving from one
culture pre-emigration to another post-emigration in a cultural narrative based on physical
movement across national boundaries. The monoculturalist ideological tradition subsumes adult
immigrants’ cultural ways of being and knowing under the homogenizing concepts of
multiculturalism, diversity, and/or cultural difference, which denies the iterative existential
dynamism of their cultural lived experiences. The truly fluid, recursive identity of adult
immigrant learners, who maintain a simultaneous, diachronic and dialogic connection between
their roots and receiving home, is abstracted or even invisible-ized by this doctrine. In
philosophical terms, this monoculturalist orthodoxy deeply affects the ontological and
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epistemological potential of which the American academy is capable. Because adult immigrant
learners are perceived through such a lens, the way educational theory develops vis-à-vis their
ways of being, becoming, relating, and existing – that is, their ontological condition – is
powerfully biased. Such limitations contribute to a theoretical “blind spot” in the unidirectional
construction of pedagogy vis-à-vis adult immigrant learners.
This conceptual paper will employ a sociocultural orientation with some caveats, drawing
from the realms of psychology and philosophy to address this problem in the context of the
American sociohistorical narrative, established academic conventions, and current educational
practice, particularly non-profit adult education. It will then propose the concept of diaculturalist
pedagogy, a novel approach to the education of adult immigrants that prioritizes a dialogic way
of creating pedagogy vis-à-vis their dynamic, fluid, iterative cultural ways of being and knowing
as a necessary ontological distinction that has historically been overlooked. Diaculturalist
pedagogy, further, issues a challenge to the reification of a monoculturalist worldview, which
premises its authority on pre-defined American cultural categories or attributions of
“pre-”/”post-” chronological, geographical, and/or legal status. While sociocultural scholars like
Alfred (2005), Sparks (2002), and others have considered the ontological question of the
complex transnational/transcultural existence of adult immigrants, they have generally stopped
short of addressing the ideological, philosophical and theoretical barriers in academia to
developing appropriate pedagogy for these learners. It is time to interrogate the philosophical and
applied consequences of these barriers. This critique addresses the ontological and
epistemological implications of an academic tradition that reifies monoculturalist definitions of
culture, embedded even in the most politically committed pedagogical design, that obscure and
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marginalize adult immigrant learner existence, experience, and complex goals for education. It
signals that the canonical monoculturalist authority of the academy, which does not generally
recognize the different ways that adult immigrants experience learning and transformation
through education, must be compelled to acknowledge and interrogate its enshrined assumption
of expertise.
This conceptual paper will suggest that scholars and practitioners must seek a better
understanding of the experience of education for adult immigrants and its implications in the
creation of educational theory. A closer critical look will inspire a challenge to the top-down,
prescriptive nature of pedagogy for its unidirectional, monoculturalist authority over learners
who have for too long been invisible-ized in academe. Such an ideological and philosophical
shift in educational scholarship can open up a new space to challenge traditional perceptions of
adult learners while interrogating the theoretical myopia and paternalism of pedagogical
prescription. A decentralization of the established authority of unidirectional monoculturalist
academic thinking will evoke new potential for what more appropriate education for, about, and
with adult immigrants might mean. At a historical moment when the contemporary discourse
about immigrants, national borders, and the right to a dignified life is shifting in response to
various sociopolitical, economic, and environmental crises across the world, such a provocation
could not be more timely.

Educating adult immigrants in America: a tradition of paternalism
Non-profit adult education has historically served the purpose of finding a middle ground
between nativistic worries about the “negative” influence of poor immigrants on American
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society and the economic demand for cheap labor (Dinnerstein & Reimers, 1999; Bowles &
Gintis, 1976; Fry, 2007; Immigration Restriction League U.S., & United States, 1903). In the
mid-19th century, concerned educational thinkers developed new theories aimed at ameliorating
the struggles of urban poor immigrants while alleviating conservative anxieties about social
unrest. In The history of adult education, J.W. Hudson (1851) defined “adult education” as the
intellectual and moral development of the working and poor classes, which would produce a
more “rational” and unified society (p. 55). Progressive social reformers took up this
humanitarian project in the late 1800s and early 1900s by developing settlement houses and other
community-based programming that provided classes in English, health and child care, and other
subjects for city dwellers living in poverty, including adult immigrants. It is generally believed
that the work done by these educational activists had great merit, a point which many modern
scholars tout as committed educational work for social justice (Fine, 2013). This fact
notwithstanding, closer examination reveals that these humanitarian crusaders also viewed
urban-dwelling laborers from a paternalistic, monoculturalist perspective. Educational reformers
referred to poor adult immigrants as “primitive” in their social relations and lacking in the sort of
moral character that native-born, wealthier Americans had (Addams, 1899; Hudson, 1851). It
would be through education, these well-intentioned public intellectuals believed, that these
newcomers could be “saved” from their poverty and cultural ignorance by learning the skills,
behaviors, and values that would help them become like their native-born counterparts.
Today, many adult learners, both native-born and immigrant, approach non-profit
organizations – the descendants of settlement houses – for various forms of academic and job
programming because of the relatively low cost and workable schedule of such opportunities.
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The moral saviorism underlying the philanthropic work of social reformers in the 19th century
has been replaced in contemporary non-profit adult education by an ideology of service reflected
in terms like “empowerment,” “help,” and “advocacy.” However, educational research in
Canada, Australia, Scandinavia and the United States about such organizations, which provide
job training, citizenship courses, English as a Second Language ESL/ENL programs, and other
programming, has nonetheless found a modern version of the same top-down, monoculturalist
discourse that invisible-ized adult immigrant learners’ cultural lived experiences a century ago
(Pashby, Ingram, & Joshee, 2014; Ayers & Carlone, 2007; Carlson & Jacobsson, 2013; Atkinson,
2014). The normalization of this paternalistic orthodoxy in the tradition of educating adult
immigrants, it seems, has yet to be fully problematized.

Challenging tradition in American pedagogical design: exploring ontology and epistemology
Progressive American scholars have historically created theories of teaching and
learning, viz. pedagogy, as one way to counteract historically normalized injustices that take
place in American schooling in order to contribute to a more egalitarian vision of society.
Pedagogies built through the lens of sociocultural theory, for example, which originated in the
work of Lev Vygotsky and has come into American educational scholarship by thinkers like John
Dewey, have explored the interaction between individual, interactional, and cultural-historical
constituent forces in education (Dewey, 1916; Tudge & Scrimsher, 2003). Sociocultural theory,
in response to cognitivist views of a learner independent of his/her context which lays a learner’s
success or failure solely on his/her shoulders, has spurred scholars toward the development of
pedagogies that view social and cultural knowledge as instrumental to the learning process
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(Glassman, 2001). This theoretical orientation has given rise to culturally responsive pedagogy
(Ladson-Billings, 1995) and other asset pedagogies as well as later responses like culturally
sustaining pedagogy, which links “sustaining pluralism through education to challenges of social
justice” (Paris & Alim, 2014, p. 88). Critical scholars like Paulo Freire, Henry Giroux, Peter
McLaren, Antonia Darder, and others have likewise protested social status quo by illuminating
the historically hidden power differences in education and creating “liberatory,” “critical,”
“engaged,” “transformative,” or other pedagogies (Darder & Mirón, 2006; Giroux, 1997, 2005;
Freire, 1998, 2000; McLaren & Jaramillo, 2006; Shor, 1992; hooks, 1992).
In spite of these good intentions it remains the case, nonetheless, that much of American
educational theory has generally prioritized a normative model of young and native-born
learners, “diverse” though they might be, and has overlooked adult immigrants. Adult learners
are on the whole usually subsumed under more generic approaches to teaching because their
education is seen as “unproblematic” and nonideological (Pratt & Nesbitt 2010, 117).
Sociocultural scholar Mary Alfred (2002) states that educational theory related to the cultural
ways of being of adult learners is lacking because such students are viewed from a cognitivist
perspective, under which learning becomes “an individual endeavor with little regard for the
sociocultural environment” (3-4). Most conventional thinking in the American academy about
adult education has not fully examined how older learners learn through and as a constituent
process in their cultural lived experiences. In the case of adult immigrant learners, Sutton and
Chaney assert that such individuals exist transnationally, maintaining a “dual-place orientation”
(as quoted in Alfred, 2005, n.p.) and mediating their learning experience through a dynamic,
complex and iterative cultural existence. In contrast to the accepted set of discrete cultural
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categories racial/ethnic, linguistic, literacy-based, academic experience, etc. currently taken as
given in educational theory in the United States, adult immigrants exist and know differently. As
a result of their kinetic, iterative cultural lived experiences, they contribute differently to the
“interactional dynamics” (Alfred, 2005, n.p.) of education compared to native-born and younger
students, because adult immigrants learn through multiple, multi-sited, simultaneous existences
and understandings.
Sociocultural theorists like Alfred have suggested that in order to provide better
educational opportunities for adult immigrant learners, more inclusive approaches must be
considered. This is made possible by incorporating the cultural tools and assets, i.e. knowledge,
of these learners into the classroom. Various asset pedagogies, like culturally responsive
pedagogy or pedagogy based on funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992),
advocate the valuation of learners’ home knowledge, community learning, and other cultural
understandings as contributions to the educational process. Implicit within these epistemological
considerations is an assumption that learner identity, an ontological conceit, has already been
accounted for and properly understood. Because the inclusion of cultural tools and skills i.e.,
knowledge implies that learner identity is concomitant, appropriate pedagogy by this definition
means better and more just forms of teaching by attending to epistemological matters. However,
this philosophical/theoretical assumption is deeply problematic when learners come from outside
the American monoculturalist determination of “cultural difference.” Adult immigrants’
identities differ from the mainstream dominant American white, middle-class, native-Standard
American English-speaking identity and fall under the heading of historically marginalized
groups vis-à-vis race/ethnicity “Black,” “Latino/a,” etc. ethnolinguistic identity
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“native/non-native speaker of certain forms of English,” different forms of literacy, and/or
definitions of “legitimate” educational experience (i.e., formal schooling; see Lave, 1996). Thus,
such learners are culturally invisible-ized and homogenized.
This way of doing pedagogy glosses over a major philosophical gap in thinking,
originating in the monoculturalist paradigm in the American academy, about adult immigrant
learners and their cultural ways of being and knowing. The issue, at its heart, is ontological, as a
necessary complement to the epistemological dimensions of the creation of pedagogical theory.
Psychologists Packer and Goicoechea (2000) address the important connection between being
and knowing in learning, a point which unites cognitivist and sociocultural perspectives as a
“nondualist” ontological challenge to the “division of knower and known” (228), in viewing
learning. They state that “[b]eing is not essentially mind or matter, but varies with the historical
and societal context…Not just our knowledge but we ourselves, and the objects we know, are
constructed: What counts as real varies culturally and changes historically” (232). They hold that
approaches to teaching and learning must distinguish socioculturalism’s prioritization of
ontology, which involves “the consideration of being: what is, what exists, what it means for
something—or somebody—to be” (227) from the prominence cognitivism gives to
epistemological questions i.e., relating to the process of knowing. For adult immigrants, reality is
plural, simultaneous, dialogic, and in a constant state of iteration (Ryder, Alden & Paulhus, 2000;
Bhatia, 2002), which has a powerful influence on their experience in education. Their cultural
ways of being and knowing do not align with the static repertoire of discrete American cultural
categories upon which educational theory has heretofore been developed. The lack of inquiry as
to the ontological primacy of adult immigrant learners’ cultural lived experiences, consequently,
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sets the stage for epistemological concerns to monopolize pedagogical strategy, curtailing the
philosophical latitude and theoretical depth necessary for the production of well-reasoned
pedagogy.
Sociocultural scholarship about adult immigrants as learners, social justice-motivated
though it may be, illustrates this ideological limitation and its philosophical and theoretical
repercussions. Alfred (2005) and Lee and Sheared (2002) discuss the influence of cultural
models and other inclusive approaches in adult education that emphasize learners’ cultural
knowledge, prior learning experiences, and understandings of community. While a student’s
“social personal history” is welcomed as a nod to the value of identity to appropriate education
(Lee & Sheared, 2002), such thinking is nonetheless epistemologically driven and does not
critically address the core theoretical neglect of ontological inquiry vis-à-vis adult immigrants.
Such oversights may indeed be reinforced by accepted pedagogical dogma, which has been
institutionalized and operationalized over the course of academic tradition in culturally “diverse”
a term which subsumes varied non-dominant cultural ways of being under one generic term
classrooms in the United States.
Even the most well-intended and critically engaged forms of pedagogy may have their
limitations. Culturally responsive pedagogy, culturally sustaining pedagogy, pedagogy based on
funds of knowledge, and other approaches incorporate unproblematized, top-down
homogenizing assumptions developed with the American monoculturalist definitions of
“identity,” “community,” and “culture” in mind (Ladson-Billings, 1996; Paris & Alim, 2014;
Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992; Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005). Such approaches
leave out the recursive cultural lived experiences of adult immigrants, who connect to
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diachronically multiple sources of social reality and validity, and elide ontological divergence as
embodied in the adult immigrant learner. What are “identity,” “community,” or “culture” for an
adult immigrant who is not “post-transition” but rather experiences life in mutual membership, in
peripatetic, flexible zones of contact, creativity and transformation? A correlative problem exists
in critical pedagogy, which strives in postmodern fashion to create a “discourse of possibility”
(Kincheloe, 2005, p. 48) yet tends to value metanarratives of “liberation” and “democracy” over
local efforts and individual instances of new forms of education. Jackson (1997) warns that even
the great Paulo Freire’s quest for a “humanizing education” for all (Freire & Frei Betto, 1985, as
quoted in Jackson, 1997, p. 9) obscures the different ontological positions within the social
power structure that individual students may have (Jackson, 1997, pp. 4-5). Even if a critical
educator is aware that context and situated power relationships are factors in how pedagogy is
enacted (Giroux, 2005), the monoculturalist ideology of academia a priori neglects the
importance of ontological inquiry as to the interrelationship of belonging and departure, of
oppression and liberation, simultaneously enacted in the cultural lived experiences of adult
immigrant learners. What is the “liberation” of a learner who has “liberated him/herself” from a
difficult economic, social or political situation to come to this country, the land of opportunity?
Additional concerns related to critical pedagogy’s stem from its expressed commitment to
“calling into question the relationship of knowledge to power” (Jackson, 1997, pp. 2-3). Such a
priority, similar to asset-based pedagogies, emphasizes epistemological priorities as driving
concerns in learning, a move which universalizes and homogenizes adult immigrants’ cultural
lived experiences as a given in the struggle against subordination. As a result, paternalistic

70

assumptions about adult immigrant learners’ cultural ways of being and knowing are embedded,
normalized, and left unproblematized in the creation and application of this pedagogy.

Diaculturalist pedagogy as paradigm shift in the American academy
This conceptual paper humbly submits the concept of diaculturalist pedagogy, which
encapsulates these concerns and their potential for resolution in the right hands. Terms like
transculturalism, transculturation, biculturalism, cross-culturalism, and many others have been
proposed over the years to address the complexity of movement and existence between cultures
(see Ortiz, 1947; Berry & Epstein, 1999, for examples) as an ontological supposition in
pedagogical theory. Because many of these notions derive from the dominant monoculturalist
emphasis on one-place, one-culture i.e., transition, however, a direct challenge to the American
academic tradition at the ideological, philosophical and theoretical levels is overdue.
Diaculturalist pedagogy seeks to provide this challenge. The prefix dia- is similar to the those in
the cultural terms above, yet it differs in that it can also imply continuousness, a movement
“through” which, in the case of terms like diachronic, dialogue, or dialectical, connotes a
relationally-based ontological condition which is congruous, dynamic and iterative. Diachronic,
dialogic, always moving and shifting, in development and always dialectical is the adult
immigrant’s lived cultural narrative – who I am I am now, who I was I am now, who I will be I
was and am now. Alfred (2005), Ryder, Alden, & Paulhus (2000), and Bhatia (2002, 2009)
provide innovative approaches to exploring adult immigrants’ cultural lived experiences, a
valuable first step. Taking on such inquiry urges an abandonment of pedagogical orthodoxy as
unidirectional monoculturalist prescription, tasking the American academy to walk the
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ideological, philosophical, and theoretical walk when considering its commitments to social
justice and democratic educational practice for all learners, even adult immigrants.
Diaculturalist pedagogy is dialogic, anti-universalistic and non-normative in nature. Such
a term intends to compel theorists to perceive adult immigrants’ cultural realities neither from a
“pre-” versus “post-” perspective which falls along the lines of national boundary, nor from a
“before“ vs. “after” conceptualization of education derived from transition- and
assimilation-minded traditions. Instead, scholars might begin with who and what the learner is,
has been, is coming to be, may be in the future, is hoping to be, and has always been, and what
voice and story s/he uses in constructing this story through cultural spaces and times. This set of
diverse meanings evoked here implies simultaneity, mutuality, constant change and movement,
and is powerfully polyvalent in terms of the political significance for the potential of educational
theory. Diaculturalist pedagogy invokes the primacy of inquiry and the decentralization of
monoculturalist ideological authority. It seeks guidance as can only be provided as theorists
locate the polysemy of cultural lived experience of adult immigrant learners as an ontological
position of departure in designing pedagogy. Because this distinction of ontology from
epistemology has not been made in the creation of pedagogical theory for adult immigrants – or
perhaps for any culturally non-dominant groups in America – this necessitates an exploration of
not one, but many ways of thinking about theory, about teaching and learning, and about
education.
Diaculturalist pedagogy acts in dialogue with itself, embracing internal contradiction and
creating new complicated and fertile territory for pedagogical theorists who have been inured to
a certain way of doing things. As anti-establishment, diaculturalist pedagogy invites challenge to
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academic privilege and the benefits that ideological myopia may confer. Unlike critical
pedagogy, which interrogates the authority of the teacher (Kincheloe, 2004), diaculturalist
pedagogy exposes the monoculturalist orthodoxy of academe and its paternalistic arrogation of
expertise. Important to this idea, it must be said, is an admonition to avoid changing out one set
of definitions for another. The search for cultural categories of the type upon which American
monoculturalism has structured its approach to educational theory is anathema to the postmodern
premise of diaculturalist pedagogy, which is to pursue an anti-category positionality while
articulating itself, oxymoronically, as a form of anti-pedagogy. Diaculturalist pedagogy is a
disruption, a reversal, an anti-prescription. It takes to task an American-centric worldview that
privileges the academy with the power to speak for the cultural ways of being and knowing of
individuals it has ontologically invisible-ized, yet whose education it undertakes,
paternalistically, as its rightful charge and ward.

Conclusion: diaculturalist pedagogy as paradigm shift
The American narrative has historically invisible-ized and homogenized adult immigrant
learners’ cultural ways of being and knowing, a social ignorance that has informed educational
theory and practice in the United States. The American academy and perhaps many academic
“ivory towers” the world over has reified an ideological tradition that unwittingly reinforces a
normalization of transition and assimilation in spite of its deepest-held commitments to social
and educational justice. It is time, then, to break new ground. The ontological limitations and
theoretical nearsightedness of the American academy, concretized in how pedagogy comes to be
and how education takes place for adult immigrants, must take center stage if a true commitment
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to democracy through schooling is to be made. Theorists and practitioners alike must interrogate
the position of privilege they have enjoyed vis-à-vis the ideology of monoculturalism and its
implications in educational practice in the education of adult immigrants. Powerful repercussions
exist for reconceiving these learners as more than individuals moving across national borders and
through universally shared, temporally- and geographically-bounded stages of transition from
home culture to receiving culture. Interesting work has been done by Alfred, Bhatia and others
about “the diasporic self” (Bhatia, 2002, p. 73), and new typologies and discourses in emerging
fields like diaspora studies and citizenship studies are coming into the academic conversation
(Alfred, 2015).
However, tensions remain between the ambitions of theoretical papers like this one and
the neoliberal, market-centric realities that have come to characterize education in modern
America. This is particularly the case as relates to the education of adult immigrants, particularly
in non-profit organizations, which emphasize speed of delivery, efficiency, and concrete skill
development. This form of education, seeing learning as a process of workforce skill
development, strips away cultural concerns and isolates learning as an individual pursuit while
focusing increasingly on “pathways to valued postsecondary credentials, employment, and career
advancement” for adult learners (Adult Education and Workforce Development Organizations,
2009, p. 2), who often benefit from low-cost, speedy non-profit educational opportunities. The
wide variability of the cultural ways of being of adult immigrant learners in terms of literacy,
age, ability, cultural background, and other lived experiences creates challenges for unprepared
or simply typically prepared practitioners in non-profit organizations that provide educational
programming for these students. Faced with this reality, assimilationist, monoculturalist

74

approaches to teaching and learning often seem to become the default vision of how education
should take place (Martin, 1993), and suggestions like diaculturalist pedagogy might appear
esoteric and inapplicable.
Because of such societal pressures, it is all the more imperative that practitioners and
theorists committed to more just versions of education for adult immigrants work in concert to
return to the beginning, to the ontological fundaments of the creation of pedagogy. Theorists
must embrace their own ignorance about adult immigrants’ cultural lived experiences and
consider intellectual heterodoxy as an ethical alternative to paternalism. Practitioners must
interrogate their experience as teachers of adult immigrants and ask questions unarticulated
before now under the assumed right of monoculturalist, paternalistic educational theory and
practice. Being unable to anticipate next steps in theory or practice will be uncomfortable, even
threatening, and yet this mindset is necessary to affirm the value of uncertainty, of un-knowing,
in the search for frameworks and approaches that could improve on the extant and unsatisfactory
ones. Most important is the opening up of possibility to inquire after new, heretofore
misunderstood cultural vantage points. For those of us who have had the power to define
education for others, our role is to become students to our students’ cultural ways of being and
knowing, and to begin to learn what we didn’t know we didn’t know.
Diaculturalist pedagogy, thus, is a first step toward this ambiguous and yet fecund terrain.
For scholars of pedagogy holding deep commitments to social justice, radical and risky in their
scholarly efforts, the lived cultural world of adult immigrants and the ways in which they
participate in and contribute to education stands to guide and provide new insights. This has
powerful implications for how pedagogy is created, as well as how it might be selected for
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different educational organizations. With the starting point of inquiry about students’ ontological
contributions to and potential for transformation within the experience of learning, what would
education look like? What is possible in teacher education? Like non-profit education, teacher
education programs also struggle with concerns about the bottom line determined by
accountability measures due to recent policy over the last two decades. While the possibilities
exist for a fertile new territory to spring up in the realm of pedagogy, the issue remains as to its
timeliness, as these programs in the last decade have increasingly curtailed the study of theory in
favor of content knowledge for speedy qualification and certification Michelli (2005). Moreover,
practitioners who identify as critical and/or culturally responsive/sustaining pedagogues, whose
teaching philosophies center on values of social justice, may default to a monoculturalist,
paternalistic, transition-oriented pedagogy in the event of a classroom of many unique adult
immigrants with a plurality of cultural lived experiences and approaches to and goals for
education.
Yet the presence of dehumanization and atomization in education, prevalent in many
studies about the education of adult immigrants, is precisely the reason why a diaculturalist
pedagogy must come into the picture. The opportunities created by diaculturalist pedagogy as a
philosophically balanced, theoretically rigorous and ethically demanding approach to the
development of theory for the education of adult immigrants are timely and socially significant.
The way pedagogy is produced by the academy is a philosophically flawed and theoretically
incomplete process, yet we fetishize it much in the way Bartolomé (1994) suggested two decades
ago that educators fetishize methods themselves, rather than critique them for their implicit
biases. Diaculturalist pedagogy is a challenge to the comforting monoculturalist,
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American-centric, paternalistic social and academic tradition of telling adult immigrant learners
who they are, what they know, and how they learn via the creation of ill-fitting and
invisible-izing pedagogy. Offering up this challenge constitutes an epistemological and
ontological rupture in the realm of educational theory and in academia itself, as well as a
political commitment that educational theorists, researchers, and practitioners must be willing to
make.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Methods, research design
This research aimed to center and uplift the agentive contributions and emergent
subjectivities of adult immigrant students in nonprofit education, thereby destabilizing the
regime of right(eous)ness of whitestream Western scholarship that constructs problems and
posits solutions in a cyclical process that shores up its authority. Unlike much of educational
research, this project did not aim to generate a list of “best practices” for scholars and
practitioners. Rather, what emerged was a set of conceptual explorations that highlighted two
emerging interrelated lines of thought. First, I argue that meaning making activities in education
such as pedagogy and research may only begin to claim legitimacy if all members can contribute
to its meanings, its purposes, and its potential to respond to broader calls for (re)humanization
and social justice. Second, I encourage educational researchers and practitioners, particularly
those who are white and U.S.-born, to take up a position of articulate, radical unknowing in
meaning making, which I argue is an ethical and political commitment to being reflective and
accountable in research.
The current multiphase, composite study took place using a sequential, dialogue-based
design which centered the experiences and contributions of adult immigrant students in nonprofit
education in a collaborative search for new possibilities in adult education. The adult immigrant
student-contributors contributed actively to the recursive, ongoing process where meanings were
constructed and reconstructed collaboratively around the information collected as “data” as well
as the data collection and analysis protocols themselves. As the group shared expertise and
“coalesced” (a term that is generally associated with coalition politics, which will appear
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presently in the Theory of Inquiry section of this chapter), we took on different subjectivities that
challenged traditional concepts of “teacher” and “student” as well as “researcher” and
“researched.” The collective process of meaning making also unearthed complex, even at times
contradictory, perspectives in adult education about topics like pedagogy, silence, inclusion, and
contribution in the process of teaching and learning.
Research questions
The research questions that guided this study were as follows:
1. How do adult immigrant students experience and contribute to nonprofit education? How
do adult immigrant students generate their own meanings around this, in both personal
and collective ways, including in the seemingly equivocal forms of silence and
ambiguity?
2. How can the prioritization of adult immigrants’ voices, visions, and emergent
subjectivities–not their “stories of suffering”–in the generation of collective expertise
through coalitional thinking contribute new insights in educational research and practice?

Theory of inquiry
The theory of inquiry that informed this research study drew upon social
movement-based/activist, feminist, and poststructuralist scholarship. I began with Stetsenko’s
onto-epistemological-ethical framework, the Transformative Activist Stance, which positions
research as an activist deed–one with many individual deeds within it–as the people that engage
in this work “take a stand on matters of social significance and commit to making a difference by
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contributing to changes in the ongoing social practices” (Stetsenko, 2016, p. S38). Importantly,
the TAS explicitly rejects the adaptive mode of knowledge production embedded in academic
orthodoxy, which requires passivity on the part of researchers, and seeks to trouble the status quo
and the ideologies and histories that support it. Thus, my own visions and commitments for
social justice and activist work in the world were very important:
All human beings, researchers not excluded, by virtue of being human always de facto act
from within their agendas and visions for the future. It is impossible to avoid drawing on
our commitments that are ineluctably embodied in every act of doing and knowing. This
grounding of knowledge and research in activist actions is seen in TAS not as a limitation
but instead, as the necessary condition that provides firm anchors for conducting research
(ibid).
As an immigrant rights worker, activist, and adult ESL/ENL teacher working with
immigrant neighbors for over 15 years, my daily acts reflected my commitment to rights, justice,
and dignity for immigrant members of New York City and beyond. I believe deeply in the right
of all people who live here, including undocumented people, to safety and protection, to
equitable education, to access to meaningful and life-sustaining work, and to the unquestionable
right to build a good life.
At the same time, I acknowledged that my vision of the world is through a white,
U.S.-born lens of power and access. I participate in, and benefit from, systems of oppression that
unequally distribute goods, safety, and visibility, every day, and I am afforded tools to thrive
along while enjoying fewer limits on my freedom, contributions, or personal safety. Moreover,
my position and experience in the world differed from that of the adult immigrant
student-contributors in this research project, some of whom were racialized as Black of Brown,
all of whom were learners of English as a Second/New Language, and none of whom were U.S.
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citizens. While my position as an ESL/ENL teacher (though not the student-contributors’
teacher) fostered goodwill and provided shared experience in education for our meetings, power
asymmetries arranged along racial, linguistic, class-based, and legal status lines remained.
I found myself asking several questions regarding the ethical, epistemological, and
political dimensions of research across social positions like the ones I and the
student-contributors occupied. First, what assumptions do we as social science researchers make
about adult immigrants as contributors in meaning making activities like research and education?
Do we assume they will be a compliant resource as well as a gratified participant? A related
question was: What role does social science research itself have in “creating” a version of this
story driven by rationalist, whitestream epistemologies where the visions and contestations of
adult immigrants in education are reduced or even erased? As people whose view of the world is
typically socialized to be ignorant of and insensible to the struggles of members of other groups,
white U.S.-born people, including well-intentioned new researchers like myself, may exercise
race-based privilege, even in direct contradiction to their expressed commitments to justice, and
may carry “epistemic blank spots” (Bailey, 2007, as cited in Sholock, 2012, p. 703) in their work.
Returning to the notion of activist thinking in research, I reminded myself that my goal
for this work was not to “have immigrant student-contributors teach me about their oppression,”
but rather for us to work in dialogue, albeit uneasy and complicated, as a group of people who all
have experience in nonprofit education. This evokes the kind of dialogue that takes place in my
immigrant rights volunteering/activism, where I work across political and material distance every
week with undocumented immigrant “Friends”12 at New Sanctuary Coalition (NSC). I contribute
12

An entire dissertation could likely be written about the discursive use of the paternalistic term “Friend” to denote
the asylum seekers who approach New Sanctuary Coalition for legal advice (along with food, safety, and social
services) on a weekly basis.
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to NSC by helping “Friends” file asylum claims, providing them with Spanish-English
interpretation services, accompanying them to their court hearings, supporting their families, and
communicating with authorities on their behalf. Our work at NSC is immediate, material, and
tough. We have conversations about domestic abuse, police and ICE surveillance and abuse,
gang violence, poverty, homelessness, racist, misogynistic, or homophobic treatment in different
contexts, detention and incarceration, and experiences of uncertainty, anxiety, and powerlessness
every time we meet. I commit to this deeply relational and deeply political work from a
coalitional mindset, meaning that I recognize that intersecting oppressions inform the lives of all
participants in our weekly work (Crenshaw, 1996; Lorde, 1984), and that fear, housing
instability, hunger, mental and emotional struggles, and great risk inform our collaborations
(Lugones, 2006; Reagon, 1983). In my ongoing learning as a scholar-activist13, I cannot enter
into research with adult immigrant contributors of varying experiences of racialization,
class-based access or oppression (or, over time, both), engagements with state-based authority,
and other histories and structural locations from a position of disinterest or academic distance.
There was still so much I did not know, of course, and so I entered this research bearing
in mind–and struggling with, at times–both my white ignorance and unknowing as well as my
coalitional commitments. By holding on to tension, and by addressing it through ongoing
reflection and accountability practices, I engaged with my racial privilege and my power as a
researcher, even as I also acknowledged my ability to collaborate with participants on
possibilizing something different. Part of this meant critically engaging with assumptions about
meaning making and who directs and defines this process. In many cases during this work, it was

13

A term to be explored and possibly contested in future work.
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the student-contributors who drove the process of gathering data, analyzing it, and creating
meaning that helped envision different ways of doing education that I hadn’t seen as problematic.
Stetsenko makes clear that neither researchers nor the people who participate in their studies are
passive but rather always agentive and always acting in and on their worlds. This is in fact how
they are always being and becoming persons, through their acts as enactments of their vision of a
future-being-made-in-the-now in a collectividual (Stetsenko, 2012) project of meaning making.
In this way, the student-contributors and I formed a group who were
agents not only for whom ‘things matter,’ but also who themselves matter in
history, culture, and society and, moreover, who come into being as unique
individuals through their activist deeds, that is, through and to the extent that they
take a stand on matters of social significance and commit to making a difference
by contributing to changes in the ongoing social practices (Stetsenko, 2017, p.
581).
This research project, thus, challenged orthodox, sedimented notions of what educational
research and practice are and are supposed to be. Traditional views of education with adult
immigrants include a unidirectional process of demanding adaptation in students, approving of
their “participation” insofar as it reinforces programmatic goals, organizational standards, and
educational orthodoxy. This meant staking a claim that coalition-minded meaning making with
adult immigrant students could instead become a space of contestation, of uncovering
onto-epistemological, ethical, and political assumptions in nonprofit education. To say that
everyone in the work and their vision for how the world should be matters, that their personhood
is in fact at stake and at the center of the work, was to enact a powerful form of critical inquiry
indeed (Stetsenko, 2012).
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Research design
The data methods employed in this research were surveys and focus groups. I selected
these data methods because I had experience in using both of them and instruments like them in
my studies and teaching, and I believed they could provide opportunities for meaning to be
generated recursively, inductively, and collaboratively. However, while I incorporated both
quantitative and qualitative data methods, I did not do so in order to triangulate my data for a
more complete understanding of the phenomena I was exploring or to demonstrate validity14.
Instead, these decisions helped to achieve priorities of a project that distributed expertise and
created alternatives to well-intentioned yet extractive interpretivist approaches to research. There
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There is much to say about whether this study should be categorized as mixed methods research, being that it
comprises both quantitative and qualitative approaches. I will explain why this should not be the case. A common
assumption about mixed methods research is that this approach to meaning making is superior to “a sole reliance
either on either the quantitative or qualitative approach” to research (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998, as cited in
Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2008, p. 560-1). Under the heading of mixed methods research, qualitative and quantitative
methods are “integrated” in order to fulfill a demand for methodological eclecticism and paradigmatic pluralism
(Creswell, 2018; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2012) while pursuing both “objectivity” and “deep understanding”
(Mertens, 2010). This approach’s advocates suggest that it can help “offset the disadvantages that certain methods
have by themselves” and “transcend the limits of mono-method research” (Bergman, 2011; Tashakkori & Teddlie,
2015) However, this project was neither conceived nor executed with the understanding that using both a
quantitative approach to meaning making–namely, the administration of surveys–as well as a subsequent qualitative
approach–i.e., focus groups–would cover more epistemological territory and act to ameliorate the limits of each.
Quite the contrary. The use of surveys in the first phase of the project was at first simply intended to generate
starting points for discussion for the interactive focus groups; for example, topics related to the student-contributors
relating to experiences of inclusion, self-determination, safety, and learning outcomes were addressed as Likert-style
indicator statements with which individuals could agree or disagree to a greater or lesser extent (or also reflect a
“neutral/not sure” or non-response). These starting thoughts became the themes that were discussed in the focus
groups as well as the eventual means by which co-researching activity, including negotiation and resistance in
meaning making, took place. During the two focus groups, the student-contributors took up the role of meaning
makers and became active in critiquing the structure and form of the questions asked in the surveys, suggesting
alternatives for future research design. Thus, the proposed goal of this project–to bring forward the “voices and
visions” of adult immigrant students as agentive contributors to communal and coalitional meaning making in
education and research–was fulfilled, including in the form of a recursive and ongoing reformulation of the
epistemological and ontological dimensions of the project. As such, this study stands in violation of the ideological
underpinnings of surveys-as-quantitative-instrument, whose use “is characterized at every step by the extraordinary
unilateral control exercised over measurement and interpretation by the researchers, guided by their own theoretical
concerns,” a process which Wolff, Knodel, and Sittitrai (2013) claim is “inherently conservative” (n.p.). More
thinking on this topic appears in Chapter Seven, Constructions, Commitments, Inconclusions.
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was no “one and done” exposure to insights in this process; rather, participants brought forward
ideas along the way and revisited, reshaped, and connected them to other ideas to form a bigger
picture. The three stages involved a survey to generate anonymized group results, which were
discussed in the first focus group, a discussion which was itself discussed in the second focus
group and which returned to and deepened previous meanings from both of the earlier phases.
This approach acted to distribute and challenge expertise, prioritize dialogue over “data,” and
trouble top-down meaning making in research that overvalues researchers’ interpretations while
obscuring the voices and visions of participants.
During the process of “data collection” (or data construction, as earlier stated), I felt it
was uniquely important to conceptualize silence15 as a valuable source of meaning. In research,
silence and uncertain responses are often simply discarded as “missing data” (Bryman, Teevan,
& Bell, 2009, p. 212-4). However, silence can mean many things. It can involve pauses for
thought, or experiences of being “silenced” by other people. It can also be conditioned by one’s
sociolinguistic and cultural understandings of silence. Moreover, Stetsenko (2017, personal
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I wish to be clear in distinguishing the conceptualization of silence as a productive source and site of meaning
from the phenomenon of ambiguity as understood in quantitative approaches to data collection and analysis. From
my understanding, ambiguity refers to data that cannot be easily sorted and/or analyzed given the methodological
tools the researcher has employed when conducting research. For example, if a respondent replies, “are you crazy?”
in response to an interview question about how many times per month they go on blind dates, this gesture might be
interpreted by a quantitative researcher as ambiguous, as it does not accord with the quantitatively predetermined set
of possible responses (≥0) and may signify several things. This act of interpreting divergent data as ambiguous is
what is important; the nonconformity to the demands of quantification–that phenomena can be divided into discrete
and analyzable units. In contrast, the creation of opportunities for nonresponse, either in the form of selecting the
option “I prefer not to answer,” available for each question of the survey, or of maintaining silence during the
interactive focus group discussions, was driven by inklings that I had about the value of these kinds of responses in
research with adult immigrant students. I sought to work against orthodox scientific thinking that established myself
as the collector and configurer of knowledge and my research participants as providers of this knowledge, to be
processed by me. I discovered later that my resistance to this theoretical framework implied a search for new
ontological and epistemological terrain in meaning making; in short, I wanted to wonder what kind of reality might
come into being–into sight, even–if the very act of silence became meaning-ful precisely because it defied
established tools of analysis rooted in Western-centric paradigmatic ways of doing and knowing. Thus, there is a
gulf of difference between ambiguity as framed above and the notion of silence as a claim staked again and again in
my research.
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communication) suggests that in a Bakhtinian envisioning of social reality, silence can in fact be
“formational and form-ative,” bringing to light a self on the part of the speaker that is authored
through non-standard forms of communication. This is particularly meaningful for adult
immigrant students, whose ways of being and knowing in the world may be erroneously
interpreted as “unintelligible” and outside the realm of comprehensibility. (Santos, 2007)
Likewise, silence can express resistance or demonstrations of agentive behavior when structures
of power condition how some people are heard. Research by Dodson and Schmalzbauer (2005)
and Miller (2010) offer interesting contributions when translating this onto-epistemological
frame into research design. They discuss the ways in which marginalized research participants
like immigrants, poor people, and people of color employ “habits of hiding,” such as agreeable
talk, omission or moderation of certain details, and provide ambiguous, nonconfrontational
responses when working with dominant-group researchers. Such examples supply alternatives
for research with adult immigrants, suggesting, for example, that data methods like focus groups
can open up space for participants to make meaning collectively, and supplying researchers new
tools and perspectives in approaching data that might otherwise be overlooked or discarded.
Indeed, poststructural scholar Mazzei (2007) enjoins us as researchers to “expand our notion of
what ‘counts’ as spoken” (p. 18) in research.
A final dimension of the theory of inquiry I employed in the design and enactment of this
research is the selection of a (onto-)epistemological orientation–e.g., understanding how
meaning itself is made and who meaning makers are and become in the meaning making
process–which is both feminist and nonessentializing of immigrants as immigrants speaking
as/for immigrants. While collaboration, contestation of traditional research roles, and shared
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authority are features of feminist research, knowledge production through the lens of feminist
theory can take different forms. I elected to frame the collective meaning making
student-contributors and I engaged in from a postmodern orientation, rather than a standpoint
perspective. Harding (2007) meaningfully argued that knowledge production and power are
inextricably linked, that social hierarchies are reinforced by dominant epistemologies and their
organizing logics, and that liberatory research must drive from the standpoints of people who are
oppressed by interlocking social and political systems (pp. 50-51). However, I had concerns that
employing a standpoint perspective might be problematic as it could lead to the universalization
of participants’ experiences and the construction of grand narrative about adult immigrants’
experiences in and contributions to nonprofit education (e.g., adult immigrants think inclusion in
education is good because…, etc.) A postmodern orientation, in contrast, appeared to embrace
the complexity of both human experience and the way it emerges in meaning making activities
with others:
From a postmodern perspective, life is multifaceted and fragmented, and a
postmodern position challenges us to recognize that there are multiple meanings
for an event and, especially, multiple perspectives on a person’s life (McHugh,
2014, p. 143).
From my experience as an ESL/ENL teacher, I know that people who partake in
nonprofit education experience very different learning, interactions, and treatment in this
context, sometimes in ways that seem self-contradictory. I know people who have been
treated in very racist ways by administrators and even teachers in nonprofit education
organizations; I also know that people feel gratitude for the low-cost or free access to
English classes and other learning opportunities as well as the opportunity to build
friendships. These are not separate groups, in fact. In order to embrace the simultaneity of
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these perspectives in discussing adult education with the immigrant student-contributors
who joined this study, a postmodernist epistemology that informed and maintained
productive tension with feminist practices like collaborative meaning making in focus
groups and distributed authority was key.

Study setting, participants, research roles
The target population for my dissertation research were adult immigrant ESL students at
the International Center16 of Catholic Charities Community Services, located in the Financial
District of lower Manhattan. This organization is housed under The Catholic Charities of the
Archdiocese of New York, which celebrated its centennial of religious and community-based
charity work in New York City in 2017. Catholic Charities affirms on its organizational website
that it “seeks to uphold the dignity of each person as made in the image of God by serving the
basic needs of the poor, troubled, frail and oppressed of all religions.”17 It comprises a federation
of 90 agencies that provide a wide range of services including temporary and permanent housing;
health, education, and job training services; community-based initiatives for children and youth;
and support for immigrants and refugees.18 Many of these agencies fall under the categories of
community-based organizations (CBOs) and support individuals, families, and communities at
the local level.

16

Note that a pseudonym is used in Chapter Six, To choose to not be included is to belong: a framework for
unknowing, trust, and coalitional thinking with adult immigrant students, as this has become a manuscript submitted
for publication.
17
Source: https://catholiccharitiesny.org/about-us
18
Sources: https://catholiccharitiesny.org/our-agencies
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The International Center of Catholic Charities Community Services is one such agency,
providing relatively low-cost19 ESOL20 classes for immigrants and refugees at various times
during the day and week. It works in conjunction with other agencies under the aegis of Catholic
Charities to support broader initiatives for immigrant “integration”21 including legal services,
resettlement, and after-school programming. The International Center “works to address a strong
and vital need for immigrants and refugee newcomers- to learn about and become active
participants in their new culture.”22 The Center provides various classes and individual
instruction in ESOL, workshops, conversation partner programming, citizenship preparation
classes, and one-on-one education and job searching consultations. The staff consists of two
full-time administrators who occasionally cover for classes when an instructor is sick or having
difficulty getting to the center as well as a full-time teacher. The other teachers who work at the
International Center are volunteers, and include experienced ESL/ENL teachers, retired public
school teachers, and others with diverse backgrounds and commitments.
During the pilot study I conducted at the International Center in Summer 2017, I heard
from various participants that the International Center was a strong source of community for the
individuals who studied English there, a place where they could build confidence as their English
developed. Considering that students hail from all over Latin America, Europe, Asia and Africa,
I found this sense of community and belonging powerful. In the words of students who have

19

A one-month membership with unlimited class attendance costs $100, a comparatively low rate for ESL classes.
In contrast, a four-week General ESL class at Kaplan (a for-profit ESL organization) at its New York - Empire State
Building would cost $1920 according to a quote on its website in February, 2018.
20
English for Speakers of Other Languages. This is a synonym for ESL and ENL, though the use of each term
carries different connotations.
21
While outside the scope of this dissertation, the term “integration” has been critiqued as a form of state-centric,
unidirectional, and neocolonial rhetoric.
22
Source: http://www.newintlcenter.org/
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studied at the International Center it is “very friendly,” “a great place” where “you feel like you
are home.” In the words of one of the students there: “It’s not like a school, you know. It’s like a
small house.”23
I established a relationship with the administrators and the students at the International
Center through my Summer 2017 pilot research, which took place in conjunction with my
volunteer teaching there. Often, the ways in which teachers build credibility with the students in
an educational organization is through word of mouth; I know this anecdotally from my teaching
both in ESL/ENL and in institutions of higher education, as students take classes with certain
teachers because they’d “heard good things from a friend.” The participants in this study were a
diverse group of individuals in terms of country/ies of origin, age, racial/ethnic memberships
(and experiences of being racialized in the United States), language(s) spoken and studied,
education level, work experience, gender identity, religious affiliation, immigration history, and
legal status, among other social locations. The final five student-contributors who participated in
the project came from Spain, Haiti, Algeria, Ukraine, and Colombia. Their ages ranged from 38
to 58, and they came to the United States anywhere from the age of 25 to 64. The group was
highly multilingual, being made up of the students who were studying ENL/ESL; two individuals
were home language speakers of Spanish, one individual spoke Haitian Creole as a first
language, another spoke Russian in the home, and still another spoke French, Arabic, and
English as home languages. The levels of educational achievement similarly ranged, from one
respondent claiming trade/technical/vocational education as the highest degree to three others
with postsecondary degrees including two with graduate degrees. One respondent checked the “I

23

Source: https://www.newintlcenter.org/
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prefer not to answer” option for this question. In terms of work experience past and present,
some members (40%) of the group had been employed for wages in their home country, while
the majority (60%) had been self-employed; in the current context, one respondent was
employed for wages, one was out of work and looking for work, two were students, and one
respondent selected the “I prefer not to answer” option.
A strong research stance I took was around privacy and individual dignity. I did not seek
to gather every piece of information from participants in the study, as I knew some topics were
sensitive, difficult to discuss, or even risky to disclose. Some of the participants were refugees
(which I learned during the focus group discussions); others may have been undocumented,
having overstayed a visa (which I suspected during the focus group discussions). Others may
have been recipients of Temporary Protected Status protections through the federal government,
a policy which is currently under fire. Still others may have been in deportation proceedings. All
of these possibilities exist in the lives of immigrants in this country. I chose, however, to let these
stories belong to the people who owned and lived them. Our work together did not require this
exposure and did not prioritize the extraction and later retelling of the “stories of suffering” of
the student-contributors who joined the project. Instead, we came together to form a collective
meaning making group with work to do.

Sampling
Participants were selected via convenience sampling. The initial goal for the number of
participants was 10-30 individuals; by the second focus group’s close, there were four
participants, or student-contributors, and me. Five participants took the survey in the
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International Center’s computer lab or on their phones. The following week, the initial four
student-contributors and I met for the first focus group. At the second and final focus group,
three student-contributors and I joined in our final discussion. This outcome is not atypical for
research conducted in this type of voluntary context. In nonprofit adult education, where there
are no attendance requirements and most people have multiple commitments and responsibilities,
educational opportunities that are flexible and open work best. I honestly felt grateful that four
people stayed on through the end of the project24.

Instrumentation
Creswell (2018) describes survey design in research as a means of generating “a
quantitative description of trends, attitudes, and opinions of a population, or tests for associations
among variables of a population, by studying a sample of that population” (p. 207). Because this
research project was driven by critical inquiry, rather than a positivist or even a traditional
interpretivist framework like ethnography, the idea of using surveys as a data method may
24

Some scholars, particularly those from quantitative backgrounds, may object to the relatively low number of
student-contributors I ended up with in this study. As generalizability is a priority of quantitative research, such
researchers may even consider the findings of this project and the claims it advances to lack validity or substance.
This judgment may be due in part to epistemic assumptions, derived from disciplinary and ideological histories
around research, that are embedded in the use of particular data collection methods. While it is true that I employed
surveys, typically seen as a quantitative instrument in research, their use was not aimed at identifying patterns that
could then be corroborated by the (more) qualitative phase of the interactive focus groups in order to generate
generalizations. (See further discussion of this topic under Research Design.) I cite Luttrell’s (Luttrell, 2010)
discussion of case selection and sampling to defend the value of research that includes “only” a few participants: “I
advise students that they should be more concerned with assessing which ones, than how many. The point is to
provide a clear explanation for why particular sites, participants, events, or cases have been chosen and why data
being gathered will be significant beyond these particulars. There is no magic number that ensures rich or accurate
data. Moreover, one single case can throw new light on an existing or well-accepted theory” (p. 6). Expecting adult
immigrant students to participate or communicate in ways that are consistent with the behavior of majority culture
members, whose lives are not framed by risk, judgment, and violence at the hands of the government, the media, and
their neighbors, is simply inappropriate. Some participants, particularly those who are racialized and marginalized in
different ways, may not always show up, may leave the study early, or may respond with nonstandard answers
(Dodson et al., 2007; Dodson & Schmalzbauer, 2005; Gast & Okamoto, 2016; Miller, 2011).
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initially seem counterintuitive. From a poststructuralist perspective, responses to multiple choice
or Likert-style indicator statements (strongly agree, agree, neutral/not sure, etc.) may belie the
fluid, multiple, and ongoing ways people engage with the world. As such, the use of surveys
might end up generating a reductionist vision of human experiences in order to find patterns and
quantifiable data points. How could nuanced insights take place with what seemed like such a
blunt instrument? Was this the right approach, given that the group of participants was small and
quite diverse? How would this illustrate the ethos of critical inquiry I had laid out?
In fact, critical inquiry as a research paradigm is capable of incorporating different data
methods in productive ways, even (or especially) as this may disrupt traditional positivist notions
of validity, predictability and generalizability. This can take place through the strategic mixing of
methods that may otherwise be seen as distinct and unrelated. According to Wolff, Knodel, &
Sittitrai (2013), surveys and focus groups can be combined in research in order to “corroborate
findings or explore in greater depth the relationships suggested by the quantitative analysis”
(n.p.). I suspected that such a process might also work as an interesting tool for collective
thinking about how student-contributors not only experience education but in fact act agentively
to shape it, including in the form of contestation. I wondered whether this could create
opportunities for our group to think about status quo perceptions of nonprofit education as a
putatively skills-based, apolitical process. This approach also provided affordances for us to
critically examine the design of the surveys themselves, both in isolation and in relation to the
research study and how it proposed to bring forward student-contributors’ experiences in adult
education:
[Researchers can] conduct focus groups among actual survey respondents shortly
after the survey has taken place to evaluate the survey process. Discussions might
be used to assess reaction to the survey and to trace more carefully the cognitive
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and social processes that influenced respondents’ comprehension of survey
questions and their subsequent responses” (ibid, p. 3).
In all, I chose to use surveys to create a starting point for group discussion, where
negotiation and co-construction of meaning were central and where expertise and even agency
could emerge in dialogue.
The survey design was based on a previous pilot study I had conducted in 2017. The
surveys were written in clear, simple English (determined by my background of 15 years of
teaching English as a Second/New Language) for accessibility for a range of language
backgrounds and learning experiences. The first section included questions about students’
cultural and linguistic backgrounds, education, and employment, and other demographic topics,
while the second section featured Likert-style indicator statements about students’ experiences in
U.S. adult education. The final section included space for an open response regarding any other
comments the student-contributors wanted to make about their experiences in adult education in
the United States. I created the surveys using SurveyMonkey and asked student-contributors to
take them in the computer lab at the International Center at Catholic Charities. I then collected
the findings from the surveys and aggregated them into pie charts and bar graphs to present a
clear, accessible visual for discussion during our focus groups.
Importantly, the surveys were anonymous in order to create a group dynamic of relative
safety where participants were talking about “other people” or even “ourselves.” This created the
possibility for exploring material in dialogue shared by the student-contributors and me in a
process where trust, expertise, and collective insights emerged over time. I also built in the
possibility for nonresponse–either a checkbox that said, “I prefer not to answer,” or an open
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response section that did not require the respondent to complete it–into every question, and
instructed survey respondents in the directions that whatever choice they made was acceptable.
The second and third phases of the study involved focus groups that could best be
described as interactive focus groups (Davis & Ellis, 2008). Traditional focus groups typically
involve a moderator or facilitator and a group of individuals who respond to a visual, a prompt, a
set of questions, or a given topic (Morgan, 1997). However, according to Fontana and Frey
(2000), as cited in Davis and Ellis (2008), an interactive focus group is flexible, dynamic, and
emergent in nature:
[T]he group discussion in interactive focus groups tends to be unstructured,
allowing ‘the widest range of meaning and interpretation,’ and strives to create a
type of polyphonic interviewing in which multiple perspectives are sought and
discussed (ibid, p. 652).
This interactive focus group approach aligned with the framework for meaning making
set out for the research study. As an ESL/ENL teacher and education professor, I valued the idea
of establishing an inclusive group setting in which all members could contribute in whatever
ways they felt would be meaningful. I felt this would work in part to offset the power
differentials inherent to research conducted by a powerful white researcher and people
marginalized by racial hierarchies and legal and discursive obstacles to building a healthy and
happy life (Wilkinson, 1999).
The findings of the surveys were presented to the student-contributors during the first
focus group, where the dialogue that took place itself became the focus of discussion in the
second focus group. This iterative process created opportunities for multiple engagements with
meaning. During these dialogues, the student-contributors and I reviewed the survey findings and
expanded upon them, delving into the variety of interpretations of each question and outcomes in
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the form of nonresponse (e.g., “I prefer not to answer” or a blank space). I recorded memo notes
after the focus group meetings as well in order to reflect on the meaning making that had taken
place. This was also the space where I reflected on my role and power in this meaning making
project, held myself accountable for moments where I unintentionally exerted power in the group
(taking the lead in conversation, behaving in directive ways while observing time limits), and
engaged with my personal and emotion experiences in the process.

Data analysis
Selecting modes of data analysis was a challenge, given my previously stated concerns
about the problematic nature of research itself as a potentially extractive process whereby
individuals’ and groups’ speech and actions may be decontextualized and reduced to “data” that
is then mined for meaning, which is of particular concern in the case of marginalized
communities (Tuck & Yang, 2014). I felt daunted by the prospect of selecting a single process
(or a commingled set of processes to yield a single framework) by which I was meant to examine
the human interactions shared by the student-contributors and me during the study. It seemed to
me that I was just as likely to obscure meanings while prioritizing what appeared most salient
and most legible to fellow scholars in examining the “data” the study produced. The word is in
quotes here inspired by Brinkmann (2014), who suggested in his critique of traditional
approaches to qualitative analysis that rather than seeing “data” as a given set of information
researchers will systematically review, “data” is instead what researchers produce in the act of
analyzing. (p. 721) This critical poststructuralist perspective “haunted” my thinking throughout
this process, causing me to hesitate to choose any analytical approach at all. I thought: how can
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you analyze “data” that you yourself created in the first place and call this objective, or at least
empirical and scholarly? And what gets obscured and subsumed in the process, and what harm is
done? With these struggles in mind, one does not finish a dissertation based on research without
attempting some sort of systematic examination of and subsequent discussion of the set of
information that resulted from the process of investigation. Thus, I created a multistep approach
to data analysis in order to examine meanings in the data and then interact with them reflectively
and constructively, but which I felt destabilized regimes of rightness and control in established
research protocols and thus contributed to the feminist ethos undergirding this work. The steps
worked together in both linear and recursive, dynamic, ongoing fashion:
Figure 1. Data Analysis Plan

Stage #1: Thematic analysis. Thematic analysis (TA) is a well-established approach that
involves “construct[ing] summative, phenomenological meanings from data through extended
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passages of text” (Saldaña, 2014). TA “involves telling an interpretative story about the data in
relation to a research question” and is a highly flexible analytical tool (Clarke & Braun, 2014,
pp. 6626-8). TA is a type of categorizing strategy, a term which refers to a group of analytical
approaches that some qualitative researchers view with caution, given that they can restrict
thinking and abstract events and interactions from the context in which they are generated
(Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010). I appreciate and in general share this concern, especially when
thematic analysis is selected as the sole means by which to detect significant meanings in the
material taken as data. However, I felt that creation/identification of themes could serve as a
means of responsibility-taking and of identifying the unintended biases introduced into my
research design, just as much as a method by which to detect meaningful stretches of text that
allude to broader guiding priorities within interactions.
As mentioned in the previously described Theory of Inquiry subsection, the
student-contributors and I worked in a recursive, layered process where we uncovered and
retooled meanings that began in the survey phase of the project and was revisited in the first and
second focus groups. The themes I constructed as a result involved the most salient, and often the
most complex, connections across those events of collaborative meaning making that emerged
for multiple reasons, including the unanticipated creation of more “air time” for topics like
inclusion through the survey design (more on this below).
Stage #2: Assertion development. I selected assertion development as a secondary step in
analyzing what I had assembled as data during the three stages of the research project. According
to Saldaña (2014), “[a]ssertions are declarative statements of summative synthesis…[that] are
instantiated (i.e. supported) by concrete instances of action or participant testimony, whose
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patterns lead to more general description outside the specific field site” (pp. 599-600). Assertion
development is an inductive approach developed by Erickson (1986) that emphasizes the search
for “plausibility” over proof in data analysis processes, developing inferences based on
connections made (such as themes) across examples from the social interaction under analysis.
To be transparent, I did not take this tool at face value precisely because of its heavy
emphasis on “evidence” (“concrete instances of action or participant testimony”) and the
presupposition that a researcher could take an “objective” approach to the information gathered
as data (and further, that the researcher was separate from this information). The
pseudo-positivist orientation implicit here can easily result in reductive thinking similar to what
might occur during analytic processes of categorization without deeper inquiry and reflection.
Instead, I used assertions as a heuristic for writing analytic memos that created starting points for
the explorations in Chapter Five, Unintelligible silence: challenging academic authority in a new
socio-dialogic politics of the real for collective justice and transformation, Chapter Six, To
choose to not be included is to belong: a framework for unknowing, trust, and coalitional
thinking with adult immigrant students, and the final chapter. Those starting points, in the form
of assertions, can be found directly preceding each of those chapters. I also utilized this approach
to write, post facto, a set of introductory points for Chapter Three, contributing to the recursive
nature of this dissertation process.
Ongoing deconstructive reading (Derrida). Deconstructive reading during the data
analysis, inspired by the poststructuralist work of Derrida (1976) acted to expose emerging
themes and assertions to a process whereby a typical structuralist association of terms with
singular meanings was disrupted. I looked for places in the material collected as “data” where
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multiple, unstable meanings might be happening and where a traditional interpretive mode might
fail. There were, to use a term coined by Jackson and Mazzei (2012) several moments where
“productive snags” took place:
[P]roductive snags are the places where imperfections are revealed, where loose
ends abound, and where we (and our participants) trip up, catch on an opening,
and sometimes stumble. Not only does such an approach allow our participants to
not know “exactly ‘who’ they themselves are,” it frees researchers from having to
construct a tidy and coherent narrative (p. 31).
This was the means by which emergent subjectivities in research–the trying-on of
expertise, of authority, of co-researcher, of student-of-students, and so on–could co-mingle with
the set story of immigrants-as-students/U.S.-born-person-as-teacher-and-researcher. This analytic
mode opened up the picture to the complexity of ethical practices in education such as inclusive
teaching. It also created space for the troubling of assumptions about silences in meaning
making, which can mean not only the suppression of voice but also an exertion of power as well
as the effect of epistemic injustice in the form of testimonial and hermeneutical injustices
(Fricker, 2012). Most importantly, I hoped to attend to the ongoing interpersonal flow and
self-positioning during the focus group discussions as productive of traces, a Derridean concept
of a whisper of pre-existing meaning. Underneath our friendly interactions lay the social reality
that the student-contributors were immigrants, people with complex stories that included
everything from persecution, economic hardship, and race-based oppression to great professional
and personal achievement and the successful creation of a new life in the United States. In
contrast, I was a white U.S.-born person, with power, privilege, and safety. I was a member of
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the dominant group of this country and an authority figure as a teacher and a researcher. These
traces were always at play in our interactions.
Deconstruction was a valuable analytical tool for examining the instruments,
relationships, and concepts in this research project and the complex, unanticipated ways they
were taken up in our discussions. In addition, being open to moments of excess, of irruption of
meaning, of gaps or omissions was a way to acknowledge the limits of my perceptive capacity
and my authority to absolutely define what counted as meaningful, valuable, and valid. I felt this
activated my commitments as an emerging feminist researcher and scholar-activist:
Deconstruction as it is useful for feminist poststructuralist research can be applied
as an everyday everwhere practice, something we might use in our lives,
something active that might help us “make sense” of lived experience but that is
most likely to trouble our sense making, even reach “into the bare bones” of who
we see ourselves to be (Lenz-Taguchi, 2004, as cited in Gannon & Davies, 2007,
p. 86).
Taking a position in which I would not, could not assign singular values in meaning
making contexts reflected, I hoped, the theoretical stance of partial perspective25 I took as well as
my stance in research as a white, U.S.-born researcher hoping to challenge the normative process
of pronouncing “what counts as meaningful.”

Limitations
The first limitation I encountered was pragmatic. The participants who initially joined
this study were adults with busy lives, perhaps working part- or full-time, heading a household,
raising children, and/or studying outside of the International Center. They attended classes at the
25

See Chapter Two.
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International Center when it was convenient for them, which they were free to discontinue at any
time. I offered no compensation for participation other than the opportunity to engage with
research and English language practice to share experiences in adult education. As I write this
now, I’m surprised four people stuck with the project until the end.
A second limitation–if we can call it that–comes from the question of generalizability. I
did not aim to emerge from this study with a list of recommendations for educators, nonprofit
organization directors, or scholars in adult education. That said, the outcomes of this work,
including the politically conscious and ethically committed approach employed as a result of the
research design, can provide insights to be applied in other contexts. For too long, top-down
thinking has shaped the adult immigrant education in our country, and such norms have found an
analog in educational scholarship. What might be possible if we could make different claims
starting from a feminist, activist perspective, where all participants contribute meanings about
adult education and contriute to new possibilities for its practice? I believe that such unanswered
questions have not yet been asked, or articulated sufficiently, in educational scholarship. I hoped
that this project would inspire more projects with educational, political, and ethical commitments
toward critical inquiry and opening up of collective space to probe a different future in the
making where all community members matter.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Unintelligible silence: challenging academic authority in a new socio-dialogic politics of the
real for collective justice and transformation
Preamble
Silence is a force and a source of meaning that is significant yet misunderstood—or
undertheorized—in qualitative research. In fact, to describe silence as a unitary thing is to
misapprehend the complexity and dynamism of silence. Silence can be a posture taken by
participants, particularly members of marginalized/disadvantaged groups like adult immigrants,
during the process of data collection. Participants in surveys may, for example, choose to
respond, “I prefer not to answer,” when asked about their educational backgrounds or their
current work status. This may indicate these individuals do not wish to reveal this information
for different reasons, including feelings of discomfort (in the case of the former) or concerns
about “under-the-table” work arrangements (the latter). Silence may also occur in the form of
declining to offer additional information during focus group discussions may indicate one or
both (and/or other) meanings:
14:25
14:27
…
35:21
35:23
…
36:41
36:43
…
65:43
65:46

Researcher: {Name}, did you want to add anything?
Participant: No, no.
R: {Same name}, did you want to add anything?
P: No.
R: {Same name}, do you want to add to that?
P: It’s okay. Yeah. I agree.
R: {Same name}, do you have anything you want to add?
P: No.
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…
70:27
70:56

R: Any other comments? {Same name}?
P: No.

Silence in these cases may be interpreted as a means by which research participants can
select an active position of refusal in the process of research. While it may not imply resistance
per se—it could suggest, for example, a lack of confidence in speaking—there is a clear choice
not to participate for one or more reasons. The word “may” in this discussion is central, however;
because there is no 1-to-1 relationship between silence and what it signifies, it therefore requires
a poststructuralist and, arguably, critical analytical approach.
Silence—this may be better phrased as “the agentive decision to remain silent”—can
occur in multiple, complex ways in meaning making activities outside research as well. In
education with adult immigrant students, silence may be selected as a response in activities that
make students uncomfortable or expose parts of their personal histories they wish to keep
private. For example, when teachers ask students to talk about their backgrounds in class, they
may not realize that their students may have emigrated to the United States to escape persecution
or hardship:
Participant #1: In my point of view is, the teacher knows that in these classes
you’re going to have students from all around the world and maybe the
student that they don’t have because the situation of their countries. I mean,
if they came two years ago, and the country’s in a way, maybe it’s because
they are refugees. So you have to be careful. You have to be careful and let
them– I think that you cannot ask too many students for their backgrounds
because–
Participant #2: If they don’t want to say.
Participant #1: Yeah. Because maybe you’d come find a student that they
don’t want to talk.
Researcher: Right.
Participant #1: I prefer do not answer.

104

The assertion “I prefer do not answer” illustrates the ways silence can work as an agentive
response to teacher-led activities that incorporate student’s personal histories and cultural
backgrounds. In this context, silence is not an opting-out, but instead a way of signaling that in
the context of power asymmetries in the classroom, the student still can exert influence over what
information is shared. There is a version of reality that comes forward through the choice of
silence as a response, one that may not be legible to dominant group-member researchers or
educators. This version of reality indicates alternatives to discursively constructed paternalism on
the part of the more powerful participants in meaning making, as well as top-down
determinations of how meaning making itself should take place and what it should look like.

Abstract
What is silence? Is it a loss, an omission? Is it a stopping of the mouth, of the voice? An
empty place where no meaning has come forward…or perhaps at times quite the
opposite, an absence-as-presence (Deleuze, 1990; Derrida, 1976)? Might silence evoke
much more about what we assume is our monological, unitary reality, indexing
possibilities yet unseen? This paper outlines the ways in which silence is typically
understood according to scholarly orthodoxy: as omission in human communication or a
silencing of minoritized individuals or communities by those in power. It then moves to
critique the preeminence of whitestream (Grande, 2003) Western-centric academic
authority, which self-perpetuates via the exclusion of outsider ways of doing, being and
knowing such as those brought forward by silence, constituting a loss of meaning and
knowledge from the social imaginary. This paper suggests that the pursuit of an articulate
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unknowing (Zembylas, 2005) regarding silence as a creative, disruptive force beyond the
control of rationality is a means of engaging with radical possibilities for a different,
juster world. It proposes a socio-dialogic politics of the real that welcomes silence as an
unsettling of our current thinking about what is and will be possible, as well as who does
and does not matter. It concludes by illustrating the ingenious force of silence in
examples of subversive art that expose the hegemonizing, rational(ized) version of reality
sold by academics and powerholders, bringing forward into the imagination what
prospects for change, justice, and social transformation yet await.

Keywords: academic authority, absence as presence, decolonizing, imagination, intelligibility,
politics of reality, silence, rationalism, Western-centric

Introduction
On Saturday, March 24th, 2018, Emma González spoke at the March for Our Lives, a
student-driven protest against gun violence in Washington, DC led by survivors of the shooting
at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida earlier that spring. Their cause
echoed in sister demonstrations across the country and around the world, where protestors
demanded justice for those whose lives are lost or permanently changed by the gun violence that
penetrates schools. González, a high school senior and survivor of the shooting that killed
seventeen of her schoolmates and teachers, stood on stage for six minutes and twenty seconds,
the exact duration of the attack, and communed with the crowd in front of her. While her clear,
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simple words echoed her community’s collective outcry, many agree that the most forceful part
of her speech occupied the four minutes and twenty-six seconds in which she said...nothing.
González breathed, wept silently, and held her position until a timer went off. She then finished
her speech and left the stage. On Twitter an observer called this action the “[l]oudest silence in
the history of US social protest” (Corn, 2018).
This visibilization of silence is unusual in public discourse and brings forward an
important question: what is silence? Is it a loss, an omission? Is it a stopping of the mouth, of the
voice? An empty place where no meaning has come forward…or perhaps at times quite the
opposite, an absence-as-presence (Deleuze, 1990; Derrida, 1976)? Might silence even evoke
much more—voluminous, multiplex, pluripotent, uncontained, raucous, mischievous, breaching,
breathing, meaningful realities-in-the-making? Can it inform the world about what is, what may
become, possible?

Silence within traditional academic thinking
It is first helpful to consider how academic orthodoxy generally defines silence. In
linguistics, silence is the absence of words and indicates either an error or a pause in speech. It is
rarely included in phonetics and phonology as more than a break in the flow of sounds and
seldom comes up in morphology, syntax, or semantics. The study of prosody—the ways in which
language is “chunked” into phrases via rhythm and intonation—involves pausing to express
boundaries between phrases and other stretches of text. Silence in a speaker’s oral production
may also occur due to hesitation, a moment of reflection, or a need for extra processing time. In
second language learning, silence is thought to indicate that a speaker is pausing to reflect on
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what they have said so as to speak “correctly,” or, alternately, an indication that a speaker is in
“the silent period,” a months-long phase during which learners organize their internal grammar
before beginning to speak (Krashen, 1995). In sociolinguistics, the discussion of silence includes
cultural and interpersonal dynamics such as submission, respect, agreement, displeasure,
complicity, rejection, consternation, approval, or desire. It can mark sacred reflection, a
communion with one’s ancestors or the divine, or a moment of remembrance of a loved one who
has passed. In most of these cases, silence occurs in a shared social space where what a speaker
says is shaped by who hears it, when and where it is said, and the histories that inform all of this.
Importantly, silence in this view contributes meaning as a reinforcement of the power of speech,
the center and force26 of human communication. Speech, linguistic theory reasons, is how human
beings primarily make themselves understood to others; in contrast, silence is an adjunct,
something that surrounds speaking-based forms of communication. There is no possibility left
unexplored because silence simply acts to frame what is already confirmed as meaning-full.
Other academic disciplines consider the ways silence can index human relations vis-à-vis
historical narrative, political hierarchy and dynamics, and cultural norms. Scholars working in
critical subfields of sociology, history, education, political science, geography, and others enquire
into silence as a silence-ing, theorizing how communicative contexts are shaped by the exertion
of power by some over others. In postcolonial theory, critical race theory, and feminist theory,
silence is pluriform and reflects emergent and ongoing structural injustices that draw strength
from histories-cum-norms. In “Can the subaltern speak?”, Spivak (1988) discusses the subaltern

26

It should be noted that in communication contexts outside dominant Eurocentric perspectives, silence may carry
more complex meanings than speech. Nonetheless, silence is still contained as an alternative to speech within the
framework of typical human communication, which is predominantly organized around oral production and
reception.
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in academia, constructed by dominant forces yet consigned to the margins—“the silent, silenced
center” (p. 78)—where she remains unheard and unable to make change within the sociopolitical
machineries surrounding her. Freire (1968/2018) describes how nations with colonial histories
draw their power from a “culture of silence” (p. 483) which obscures the class-based oppression
of the masses. Fanon’s (1963) relating of the colonial history of Algeria envisions “the silenced
nation” (p. 72) rising up against the oppressor through requisite violent means. Indigenous and
non-white female scholars often find their voices subsumed and marginalized by whitestream27
feminists (Grande, 2003). The voices of speakers of Chicano Spanish (Anzaldúa, 1999) and of
young Black men creating knowledge in the mode of hip hop “beyond the curse of silence”
(Kirkland, 2013) become political territories to be controlled and delegitimized by
institutionalized racism and linguicism. Educators of color are silenced by ostensibly
well-intentioned white colleagues, whose authority draws upon the whitestream dominant
discourse in schools and institutions of higher education (Delpit, 1988). Under the rubrics of
heteropatriarchy, female-bodied are silenced in intimate spaces (Towns & Adams, 2016), public
discourse (Levey, 2018), and even in internalized forms of self-silencing (London, Downey,
Romero-Canyas, Rattan, & Tyson, 2012; Whiffen, Foot, & Thompson, 2007). Disciplines with
roots in critical theory argue that the LGBTQ+ community, communities of color, Indigenous
and original peoples, the poor, people with disabilities, workers with precarious employment,
immigrants at various points of authorization, survivors of domestic violence, and other
minoritized groups experience marginalization as both the cause and the effect of silencing, a

27

I employ Grande’s (2003) term “whitestream” via her broader critique of whitestream feminism, which she
defines as a form of feminism which is “principally structured on the basis of white, middle-class experience”
(330), to lay out the ideological and discursive orientation of the dominant perspective in U.S.-centric academic
thought.
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robbing of voice through institutional(ized) practices of invisibilization of the Other
accompanied often by intersecting geographies of physical, psychological, and symbolic
violence. Being silenced means being dehumanized as one’s voice—a synecdoche for one’s
being-seen-ness and being-heard-ness—is stolen, which in turn thieves away one’s possibilities
for free, agentive participation in political change. The voicelessness, the being-silenced, of the
Other is an expression of the power of the status quo and the injustices it exerts to perpetuate
itself.

Silencing silence, challenging whitestream Western-centric academic authority
As persuasive and powerful as both terrains of thinking are, one might ask: what other
conceptualizations of silence, its sources, meanings, and effects, are possible? If silence is
typically juxtaposed with traditional ideas of speech-as-oral-production or conceptualize it as a
loss or theft of voice, might other, rangier significations for silence be left out? What about the
unreasonable, the undetectable, the undefined, the un-enclosed that remains outside the walls of
what has been given and proven? What if scholarly thought were to open up to this unknown
territory, where silence could operate as something different than a simple opposite to speech and
speaking? I ask: What if silence comprises a force which, in its flexibility and dynamism,
indexes possibilities being imagined, directions to be written which are, therefore, differently
real?
Before answering these core questions, an important point to consider is the following:
who has the right to claim to know what silence is and means? Is it the role of academics to chart
silence’s meanings? When these powerful pundits fit silence into one of several established
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categories from academic disciplines like those mentioned above, they draw upon existing
modes of thought and their concomitant typologies of meaning (Foucault, 1970, 1972; Grzanka,
2016), which may circumscribe their ability to take in alternative, outsider visions of the world.
This is to say, in staking such discipline-based claims as to the meanings of silence, academics
unwittingly speak for silence; they silence silence.
Should this be a concern, given the litany of tangible injustices that march visibly across
the world? Frankly, the cost of misinterpreting the significance and significations of silence is
not readily apparent, or at least does not immediately emerge as a material question. Yet I follow
Fricker, a feminist philosopher and social ethicist who admonishes us that the misinterpretation
and dismissal of non-standard forms of expression as “unintelligible” can result in the exclusion
of potential knowledge contributed by this expression. According to Fricker, this loss in turn
abridges the shared epistemic resources available to society which might otherwise benefit the
social imaginary (Fricker, 2007, 2013). That is to say, when we as hearers ignore, leave out, or
misinterpret silence, we lose out on meanings and knowledge that could provide new ways of
addressing continuing questions and problems in our shared world. On both epistemological as
well as ethical levels, academics would thus do well to pause in their work of labelling and
proving to critically reflect on this very issue: the processes of silencing embedded in the very
construction of scholarly authority.
This is no small request, and would certainly be met with consternation, if not outright
suspicion, by many academic “experts.” This is because the onto-epistemological stifling of
non-mainstream perspectives in academic orthodoxy is not without precedent. Whitestream
Western scholars perennially self-authorize as light bearers, drawing upon the imperialistic
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regime of Eurocentric thinking, which has rightly received substantial critique as a colonizing
force in intellectual activity (Bhatia, 2017; Mignolo, 2009; Nadler, 2015; Spivak, 1988). In
attempting to speak for others who experience oppression and marginalization, the academic elite
ratify their ongoing jurisdiction over the discursive construction of and response to social
problems (Go, 2017; Mignolo, 2009). This becomes a social performance of a Baudrillardian
type, as this small but powerful group periodically adopts a “new” critique of unjust social
institutions and practices, ostensibly to improve the lives of minoritized people but in reality
leaving these individuals and communities out of the conversation. The search for “what is
possible” is in reality directed solely by academic elites who benefit from the exclusion of other
ways of doing, being and knowing. Hence, there is nothing truly imagined, only extensions of
what has already been seen and said.
Thus, while this project is not primarily a decolonizing one, it nonetheless addresses not
only Eurocentrism but also the traces of coloniality (Mignolo, 2007; Quijano, 2000) that
suppress knowledges and contributions from outsider quarters, some of which may be ushered in
by silence. According to Santos (2007), divisions between Western modern societies and
societies subjected to colonization pervade in the ways that the Eurocentric worldview is
privileged over others. When certain ways of doing, being and knowing in our world are deemed
“irrational” according to Western paradigms, they are invisibilized, made irrelevant, consigned to
remain beyond what Santos termed “the abyssal line” of Eurocentric rationalism:
The other side of the abyssal line is the realm of beyond legality and illegality
(lawlessness), of beyond truth and falsehood (incomprehensible beliefs, idolatry,
magic). These forms of radical negation together result in a radical absence (p.
52).
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That which is beyond the analytic capacity of Eurocentric rationalism suffers erasure and
dismissal. Drawing upon this framework, the “radical absence” of silence thus emerges as the
result of an acting-upon, not an omission. Importantly, this is not the same as the sociolinguistic
act of silencing an individual or group as earlier discussed; rather, it is a broader
onto-epistemological claim about the unseen territorial battle over the inclusion of the
futures-in-the-making to which silence refers. By casting off the idea that our co-authored social
world can only be written with the rational and visible—and that silence can only indicate
something meaningless—we academics may dare to acknowledge not that we have been wrong,
but that we were never right in the first place.
Thus, as we in academia break with our assumed command of terms, of orthodox notions
of silence justified within our disciplinary histories, we reach out to feel for fissures in seemingly
solid terrain. We begin to detect a faint stirring, an inkling, a whisper beneath the door of
something still unseen, yet not unreal. Key to this posture is acknowledging that what lies
beyond is no less real than what has already passed through and come into view. In doing so, we
may open up to a new truth: that the ongoing outsider possibilities-in-the-making that are
contained in our shared reality are just as legitimate and force-full as that which we validate as
studiable. Taking this stance recognizes the limitations of ipso facto self-righteous Eurocentric
rationality and demands that we pursue an articulate unknowing of what might be (Zembylas,
2005). We need new images for silence and a decoupling of borders from around paradigmatic
dogmatism (Go, 2017; Lather, 2006; Scheurich & Young, 1997).

Seeking new perspectives: silence as formative in creativity, dialogue, rupture
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How, then, can we move into, embrace even, terrains and postures of unknowing with
regards to silence? New sources may help guide us. Consider how silence operates in creative
fields such as music, literature, and poetry. In musical composition, silence is a constituent which
includes rests, caesuras, and breath marks. It is the position of non-sound where musicians wait,
gather breath, prepare their bodies to merge into musical congress. Silence is also the space into
which sound rings as it is modulates through echo and memory in the listener’s ear. In these
spaces and cases, silence is the ever-present, the fertile terrain of unlimited creativity and
possibility. Whole compositions may reflect the ever-present event of silence; for example, the
avant garde composition 4’33” by 20th-century American composer John Cage (1952) instructs
the musician(s) performing the piece to remain still without playing their instrument(s). Cage’s
piece reveals the imbrication of sound and silence in the human experience: we breathe, our
blood rushes, our clothes rustle, traffic murmurs, buildings settle, and so on. Moreover, silence is
out of control, rhythmic and accidental and excessive, during the process of musical
composition. The creative contemplation experienced by composers prior to penning their
musical works is a freedom of the not-yet. Scottish composer James MacMillan (2011) speaks
about silence before composition as a space
[t]o find that sort of bedding down time, when ideas can germinate, pollinate, and
grow. Silence therefore is a philosophical state that’s known to composers. It’s not
a state of absence when there is no music. It’s a period of presence, or it’s a period
of pregnancy if you like, where ideas may gestate, and come forth naturally, so
there’s a kind of umbilical relationship between silence and music (n.p.).
Being expectant in this “period of presence” is in fact an active and relational dimension
of the process of composition, a profound dialogue between reflection and creation needed for
art to emerge in the hands of the composer.
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Similar terms that examine silence-as-presence in human creative expression appear in
literature and poetry. Brave New World author Aldous Huxley deemed silence to be that which
comes nearest to “expressing the inexpressible” (Huxley, 1931). Bohemian poet Rainer Maria
Rilke (1978) regularly contemplated the limits of human perception and the border territories of
artistic potential he traversed in his writings:
Oh, how often one longs to speak a few degrees more deeply! My prose...lies
deeper...but one gets only a minimal layer further down; one’s left with a mere
intimation of the kind of speech that may be possible there where silence reigns.
(n.p.)
Here, the spaciousness of silence, with its lush unintelligibilities, its geographies of
generativity and genius, lies beyond the boundaries of logic, control, and predictability of human
reality. The voices of silence move alongside, around, throughout our creative engagement with
the world, always awaiting communion in the exploration of novel visions and freedom from
previous modes of expression (Merleau-Ponty, 2007). From this perspective, silence is not the
absence of sound or voice, but rather a wellspring, a territory of unrestricted, unexplored,
to-be-possibilized things.
Philosopher of language and literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin perceived silence and speech
as dynamic, dialogical, overlapping components of communal meaning making, in which
“intelligible sound (a word)...and the pause constitute a special logosphere, a unified and
continuous structure, and open (unfinalized) totality” (Bakhtin, 1986). The concept of
intelligibility figures powerfully here; it is precisely the unintelligibility of non-sound that defies
the easy binarism of silence vs. sound, because silence cannot be analyzed for meaning (and thus
controlled) and because the two forces are intermutual in the production of pluriform social
reality. In this coauthored human text, silence constitutes the unreadable potential of human
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contribution overlaying and undergirding speech, which is its visible, summoned cousin. It is the
outsider force, the event of unknowing.
Silence not only signals what is beyond the control of rationality in our ongoing
world-making but also invokes the prospect of creative rupture, of the irruption of futures
not-yet-seen into consciousness. By challenging a unitary conception of social reality that refuses
to imagine outside its own cycle of self-fulfillment, human society might begin to embrace
alternatives brought forth by silence that destabilize false monological realities. In the tugged and
twisted textile of collective social reality, silence thus emerges as agentive and ingenious. In the
words of Stetsenko (2017, personal communication), acts of silence, like any meaning-making
force, become
powerfully creative and productive...they too participate in and contribute to the
production of the real - of what is ‘more real than real’ [in] the fabric of our lives
and our becoming as co-authoring (n.p.).
When silence is re-envisioned as not simply an unremarkable part of human
communication but instead a generative, form-ative force, we may begin to challenge the
monological, inevitable version of reality we believe is “the only way.” Radical possibilities may
emerge for new ways of seeing and co-authoring the unforged paths that await us to pursue
justice and collective transformation, as we become more and differently human, together.

Silence and a new socio-dialogic politics of the real
And so what seems like an ineluctable present, one which appears to feed into a similarly
unavoidable future, can be confronted. First, it is important to remember that this social world is
forged through political, economic and social conflict that determines what is right and real in
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any age. What if a new socio-dialogic politics of the real could be invoked to include the
existential strife that silence materializes: the energy of outsider voices-visions beyond
rationality and recognizability to erupt from the edges into view? Stetsenko (2017) articulates the
visionary, the revolutionary exercised in taking such a stance:
These contradictions and these struggles...on the fringes of society are actually at
the epicenter of what is to come. It is at this epicenter that the world gets unstuck,
runs into impasse and incoherence, and thus, being unsettled in the extreme,
propels into the future as the process of its realization (p. 363).
Silence here comes as a challenge, a clarion call from the margins that penetrates the
cyclical, cynical fatalism of Western rationalism, whose anti-social ideology of exclusion limits
not only what may be recognized and known, but also what is possible in the now and possible
for the future. Savransky (2017) claims that in standing against this false mandate, this
inequitable politics of recognition is exposed in the pursuit “not only cognitive but existential
justice–the cry that a different world is possible, and not just a different knowledge” (p. 16).
Silence, precisely because it is incomprehensible and thus unassimilable by the machinery of
reality production as it currently exists, is this cry. It is a cry that says, this reality is not all of our
reality, this world is not all of our world...yet. It is a cry of hope for collective
self-transformation, “a thin but fabulous hope–of ourselves becoming realer than real in a
monstrous contagion of our own making” (Massumi, 1987). The edifice that holds sway over all
of us will, itself, sway in the waves of possibility surging from the margins. At the core of the
matter is what and who matters; our social reality is made via agreed-upon ways of doing, being,
and knowing that, to date, do not and cannot honor what Kwame Appiah (2015) calls “the
principle that everybody matters” (Yancy, 2017). When those in power to say what is true and
real become uncertain and unknowing, silence lays bare the omission—and undeniable
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power—of outsider voices-visions in new collective work in “the pursuit of a fuller humanity”
(Freire, 1968/2018).
What might this look like? Works of art that include silence as a devious, ingenious force
in dialogue with our seemingly unified reality illustrate how the unheard speak from the fringes.
Artists like Fiona Foley and Pasha Cas probe silence’s excessive, uncontrolled meanings in
commentaries on state-led violence and collective trauma, which are all too often obscured and
rationalized by Eurocentric thinkers in power. Foley, an Aboriginal artist from Queensland,
Australia, created “Witnessing to Silence” (2005), an installation piece that exposes a
still-obscured part of the country’s history: the enslavement, dispossession, and genocide of
Indigenous people by British settlers in the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries. The work features two
sets of sculptures, one of bronze lotus lilies and the other of steel columns inlaid with laminated
panels containing ashes. Interestingly, both the subject of this piece and its creation and
presentation evoke the dialogue of the disruptively differently possible with a white-washed and
sedentary status quo. Foley was commissioned in 2004 to create a piece of art to adorn the public
walkway outside the Brisbane Magistrates Court. In executing on the commission, she called it a
commentary on brush fires and flooding, two well-known environmental issues in the region.
However, she unveiled the true purpose of the piece after its installation: to call attention to
brutal means by which Queensland’s Aboriginal peoples were massacred and disappeared under
the British mission to colonize and extirpate: burning and drowning. The plaque describing the
piece reads:
Witnessing to Silence takes as its subject matter the history of frontier conflict
between the indigenous community and white settlement in Queensland, the first
public artwork to tackle this hidden territory on a state wide basis...It provides a
potent reminder that we walk on Aboriginal soil and that we know not on what we
walk (n.p.).
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Subversive, unflinching, visionary, Foley’s work opens up the public space to a dialogue
that has in truth always been going on: one held between what has been deemed visible, and
therefore “real,” by Australia’s official telling of history and what exists in the collective memory
of Indigenous communities that have resisted erasure on cultural, cognitive, and existential
terms. Foley’s representation of silence is a force of reinvention and reinvigoration; in a
monological social imaginary that seeks to forget and leave a country’s violence in the past, she
asserts that Australian society must address the disinclusion of Indigenous voices and visions of
justice while recognizing the silence of those who benefit from this forgetting.
Pasha Cas, a Kazakh visual artist, created “This Is Silence” (Cas, 2016) to shed light on
the history of nuclear testing by the U.S.S.R. in Kazakhstan from 1949 to 1989 and the ongoing
deleterious effects suffered by the Kazakh people and their land. In a video that features his
large-scale graffiti work, Cas dons a HAZMAT suit and spray paints red numbers on a wall to
mark significant years during the Soviet nuclear testing regime. As the camera pulls back, Cas is
revealed to be standing in a room located in an abandoned tower, whose exterior has been spray
painted with Edvard Munch’s “The Scream,” in the middle of a large, barren field. The
translation of Cas’s narration is as follows:
“Since 1949, 616 nuclear bombs were detonated at the Semipalatinsk Test Site
and 1.5 million people were affected. In the 21st century, Kazakhstan turned into
a nuclear waste dump. The state continued to experiment on people. It is Silence.
Horror. Despair. Crime” (Dyussembekova, 2016, n.p.).
Cas’s work brings to the fore the collective howl of human and nonhuman realities that
have been unrecognized and unattended to by “official” national history. Yet silence here does
not simply stand for a closed mouth or an absent voice; rather, it embodies the continuing battle
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to determine environmental, social, and existential justice in the face of policies that deem
certain groups of people expendable. The juxtaposition of the soundless image of a horrified
shriek and the hushed countryside evince a raucous claim that nascent possibilities for justice are
emerging into public discourse, forged by outsider voices for new forms of resistance and
change.

Conclusion
We live in an era when state-led surveillance, institutionalized violence, nationalistic
terrorism, and the marketization of public goods hegemonize more and more of our social
relations and our definitions of being human. The seeming foreclosure of prospects for change
and justice belie the devastating loss of hope of millions that anything else might be possible. For
those of us whose words and ways of describing this world have always stood at the center of the
conversation, let us give way.
Let us look to what seems untenable, unreasonable, barely visible, born of the work of
artists and visionaries who can help us begin to embrace a different way of making this world. In
their hands, silence gainsays any assumptions that the established way of doing, being and
knowing in the world is the only way, and that Eurocentric control over social reality should
determine all possibilities available for representation and justice. Taking up this posture in the
face of silence will help us cleave through our faith in whitestream Western-centric rationality to
foreground the millions of unrealized, unrestrained voices-visions that do not yet matter. By
acknowledging that silence foregrounds other futures-in-the-making and opening up to our own
un-right(eous)ness, we as academics may commit to a juster shared human reality. Let us stop
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our mouths, our knowing knowledge, our reasoned rationality. Let us let in silence, as storyteller,
as soothsayer, as Tiresias and as trickster. In this silence is the what-if, the other-lived, the
potentials decanted for a world that is waiting to come to be.
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CHAPTER SIX
To choose to not be included is to belong: a framework for unknowing, trust, and
coalitional thinking with adult immigrant students
Preamble
Inclusion and the process of including people in education is more complex than teachers
might think. Contrary to educational orthodoxy, which defines the enactment of inclusive
practice as successful by the actions of a teacher alone, inclusion is in fact shaped as much by
students as it is by practitioners. For example, adult immigrant learners, who usually come from
culturally and linguistically different backgrounds than their teachers, feel that the process of
being included depends on how they feel about the activities taking place:
Participant #1: If you want to be included, you’ll be.
Participant #2: You can.
P1: If you want it, or you too shy, or you have some reasons why you want
to have a conversation, why you want to be include, it’s up to the person.
P2: Yes.
Researcher: So you think it’s a personal responsibility for the student to
[crosstalk]?
P1: Absolutely.
P2. Yes. I agree with him. Exactly.
This extends to clear opinions about how teachers may try to include adult immigrant
students in class activities, irrespective of whether they want to participate:
P1: And even it looks strange when the adult teacher try to push adult
student to include in some subject. “I don’t want it,” or “I don’t feel right
now comfortable,” or “I’m shy,” or “I’m not 100% interested to be in this
conversation and be included. Is depend on the person.
R: Okay. {Name of Participant #3}, do you want to add to that?
Participant #3: It's okay. Yeah. I agree.
R: You agree with him? Okay.
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P2: I’m the same.
R: Uh-huh. Uh-huh.
P4: Yeah, I’m agree.
Inclusive practices that can generate positive experiences for adult immigrant students
may come in the form of linguistic comparison, e.g., comparing English and students’ home
languages. This can provide opportunities for teachers and students to find commonalities
between the languages as “linguistic experts”:
Participant #1: So in my case, it’s very easy because a lot of explanation
about words, you get from Latin, from Spain. So my language was very
included in all the–
Researcher: The subjects or topics?
P1: Yeah. All the explanations about where this word came from–
…
Participant #2: I felt very nicely when the teacher asked us about some
expressions in English, “Do you have something like that in your language?”
And you try to compare. “Yes, I have some.” How it in Russian this word?
And how this– some question which relate with this subject of the lesson.
What was going on in your [inaudible] and with something like we’re
talking about. I felt always influenced. Included.
…
Participant #3: This is a very good exercise because you can comparing the
words.
However, teachers may assume that inclusion is a universally positive experience, rather
than a form of interaction that can on occasion cause negative reactions. Adult immigrant
students can experience being “included” as problematic when this involves essentializing their
“cultures” and asking them to speak as representatives of their countries. For example, students
experience deep discomfort when stereotypes about the countries they come from come up in
class discussions led by the teacher:
Participant #1: I have this problem because when I saw I’m from Colombia,
they say, “Ah, you know Pablo Escobar. Ah. Cocaine. Ah–?
…
Participant #2: They stereotype you. It’s more about the stereotypes. They
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have like in Spain, [inaudible] paella–
…
P2: Fiestas, siestas, that’s it.
Asking students to give a presentation about themselves and their home countries as a
means of generating “cultural inclusion” can also be problematic when considering the reasons
why some immigrants come to the United States, as well as the difficult journeys they may have
had along the way:
Participant #1: If you join the school, six, seven, ten days later, you should
do a presentation about yourself, about your background. So that is very– so
for some people is not a comfortable situation.
…
Participant #2: I did just once, about Ukraine, and it was complicated.
…
P2: In my point of view is, the teacher knows that in these classes you’re
going to have students from all around the world... I mean, if they came two
years ago and the country’s in a war, maybe it’s because they are refugees.
So you have to be careful…I think you cannot ask too many students for
their backgrounds because–
P3: If they don’t want to say.
P2: Yeah. Because maybe you’d come to find a student that they don’t want
to talk.
Researcher: Right.
P4: I prefer do not answer.
…
P2: And it’s like what’s in my case talk about the Ukraine. I don’t want
speak about Ukraine. It’s hard to me because we escaped, we left
everything...100 times I said why I escaped...And teachers should recognize
how to ask about this experience and would include or not.
There may be powerful implications and consequences of inclusive practices that teachers
are unaware of. Adult immigrant students who have experienced hardship and trauma as part of
their stories of immigration may not want to share these personal experiences in activities
designed to include their cultural backgrounds. Moreover, these students feel strongly that
teachers must reflect on this decision-making and reconsider ways of including students where
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they can define how they participate in sharing personal and cultural backgrounds in class.

Abstract
Liberal visions of education begin with the premise of inclusion, which is deeply
informed by histories of exclusion of members of marginalized communities in the
United States. Inclusive practice is developed by educators to validate diverse students by
acknowledging and incorporating these students’ cultures, languages, and histories into
regular classroom practice. However, in spite of the best intentions of educators that
espouse inclusion as an unequivocal “best practice,” inclusive practices in education may
inadvertently cause offense and even harm to adult immigrant students. This concept thus
needed to be examined, problematized, and reconceptualized. A multiphase, composite
study conducted in New York City with adult immigrant ESL student participants in July
2018 brought forward insights and possibilities for alternative thinking in educational
practice and research. Several findings emerged from the study: (1) participants argued
that the decisions of adult immigrant learners about whether (and how) to participate in
inclusive activities should be respected; (2) participants experienced offense at hearing
national/cultural stereotypes emerge in “inclusive” class discussions; and (3) participants
found requests to represent the country they emigrated from in class invasive or even
potentially (re)traumatizing. This paper explores these findings in depth and generates a
new framework for thinking about inclusion in education by employing politically
engaged concepts of unknowing, politicized trust, and coalition. It suggests new thinking
about how education with adult immigrants may take place, in order that these
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individuals themselves might collaborate in defining how they are included and belong in
education for lifelong learning, not as passive, essentialized cultural beings, but as
agentive, visionary contributors and coalitional neighbors.

Keywords: inclusion, adult education, immigrants, trauma, agency

Introduction
Immigrants to the United States have come to this country under various social
conditions including a changing climate, the pursuit of religious freedom, political unrest and/or
persecution, the search for economic opportunity, the desire to create a new home, and
enslavement and forced labour. A tension between labour demands, particularly in the form of
low-wage, “unskilled” workers to support industrial expansion since the late 19th century, and
nativist, xenophobic political discourses that have positioned immigrants as intruders persists
even today. While Portes and Rumbaut (2014) argue that “a persuasive case can be made that the
United States would not be the strong, vibrant nation that it is without the work and talent of
millions of immigrants,” (p. 46), the question of the political, economic, legal, and social
inclusion of immigrants remains both contingent and self-contradictory. This echoes an
Arendtian framing of how immigrants are both included and excluded within the territory of a
nation like the United States as subject to its laws while denied political participation (Hayden,
2008; Voss & Bloemraad, 2011), as well as sociological discussions of the ways immigrants may
experience and even select assimilation, integration, separation, and marginalisation (Bhatia &
Ram, 2009) as modes of engagement with their receiving country.
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In spite of formalised legal boundaries, immigrants to the United States, as is the case in
other countries, build transnational lives and livelihoods sustained by globalisation and the
networks it has produced. Transnationalism emerges through “sustained linkages and ongoing
exchanges” (Vertovec, 2009) shared among people across national boundaries in many forms
including economic support (e.g., remittances sent home by Caribbean and Latin American
immigrants) and employment of new arrivals (e.g., by Chinese and Korean business owners in
ethnic enclaves). Beyond the transactional, this vibrant network of human activity likewise
entails a flow of ideas and engagements that inform political, educational, and social realities in
both locations. This can take place, for example, in the form of cultural and political organising
(e.g., North and East African and Middle Eastern immigrant students’ ongoing political
advocacy work) and contributions to the professional character of both countries (e.g., South and
East Asian professional immigrants bringing professional experience and knowledge into
high-skilled roles). The same is incontrovertibly true in the context of educational practice,
where students’ backgrounds, social experiences and locations, and desires for learning are
increasingly conceptualized through the framework of transnationalism rather than assimilation.
Understanding, then, that immigrant students’ ways of learning flow across locations requires
reflective educators to consider what supporting the growth and self-determination of these
students on their journeys of lifelong learning, as they develop new literacies, academic skills,
and knowledges to participate fully in their host country, should look like. More specifically, this
begs the question of how immigrant students’ linguistic practices, cultural understandings, and
unique perspectives on how adult education takes place, as well as their professional skills and
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previous experiences, should be included in lifelong learning that responds to and transforms our
shared world.
Inclusion in education has, of course, meant different things over time, a distinction
which is further complicated by who is discussing it and where it is being discussed. In the
United States, legal decisions and government mandates have decided who should be included in
schooling in the United States since the late 1700s, alternately focusing on economically
disadvantaged children, girls, children with disabilities, Black children, and immigrant children
as the framing of educational rights has shifted over time. Through the course of these legal,
political, and discursive shifts, the term “inclusion” has become something of an aggregate
concept, which likely accounts for how it may be expressed as a universal good in education28.
The inclusion of immigrant youth in education in the United States has been addressed by
legal decisions like Plyler v. Doe (1982) and concomitant federal guidance about asking children
about their citizenship status as a threat to their right to free and equitable education under the
U.S. Constitution. Beyond this legal mandate, the relationship between inclusion and equity in
education is well-established (e.g., Coady, Harper & deJong 2016; Portelli & Koneeny 2018;
Mangual Figueroa 2017). Asset-based pedagogies aim to mitigate social inequalities by
including students’ cultural and linguistic differences through differentiation and scaffolding,

28

There is a tendency on the part of scholars to interpret terms via their own disciplinary associations and histories,
subdisciplinary territorialities, and geographical locations. While the term “inclusive education” has historically
been associated with pedagogical and institutional practices for more equitable education of younger students with
disabilities in, for example, the U.K. and other Anglophone parts of the world, the concept has in recent years pulled
away from the centripetal force of K-12 monoculturalist scholarship. In illustration of this, I surveyed the 50 most
recently published articles (from the February, March, and April, 2021 issues) in the International Journal of
Inclusive Education, a widely read resource in studies of inclusion in education contexts across the world. Of these
articles, nearly half (22) examined such diverse topics as race/ethnicity, immigration, language, physical education,
discipline, and the integration of multiple forms of difference in the same classroom and school, all without
specifically alluding to disability. Several resources even problematized the concept of inclusive education itself and
charted new visions within what clearly appears to be a changing paradigm.
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multi-modal approaches, culturally relevant materials, and translingual practice (Caraballo et al.,
2020; Johnson et al., 2019; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Moll, 2015). Ensuring that students have
access to educational opportunities by removing structural barriers that privilege White,
U.S.-born, Standardised American English 29-speaking students while “respond[ing] to the
contextual pluralities, differences, and needs of students and teachers as individuals with
multiple identities” (Portelli & Koneeny 2019, p. 136) is seen to create an inclusive and, thus,
equitable educational experience for all.
Much less often explored is the topic of inclusion of immigrants in formalised adult
education. While some recent education scholarship interrogates inclusive practices in adult
learning in order to uncover key ideological and political issues (e.g., Hummel & Werning, 2016;
Mangual Figueroa, 2017; Portelli & Koneeny, 2018; Rast & Ghorashi, 2018; Slee, 2014; Walton,
2018), most discussion of the inclusion of adult immigrants in education continues to address the
basic question of how exclusion in learning may be mitigated or averted. The topic of inclusion,
and its concomitant ideological and normative relationship to the interpersonal aspects of
teaching and learning, remains outside current scholarship.
The purpose of this article, then, is to bring forward crucial thinking about inclusion in
education with adult immigrant students as active contributors who interrogate, critically reflect
on, and co-determine group values and practices in education. This proposition, at first blush,
appears to evoke an humanist and even “inclusivist” perspective in lifelong learning scholarship,
as laid out in the introduction to the Second International Handbook of Lifelong Learning
(2012):
29

The term “Standardized American English” denotes the version of language and literacies originating in the
linguistic practices of the historically dominant social group in the United States, that is, White members of the
middle and upper classes with high levels of formal educational achievement.
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[W]e believe that there is overall and everywhere a need for all people to assume
that they too have equal rights to and opportunities of participation and equity in
the provision of opportunities for lifelong learning. Here we want to emphasise
the obligation incumbent on policy-makers and institutions of all kinds to be
responsive to, provide for and nourish the needs of hitherto unreached learners –
those in work and the unemployed; women, older citizens, indigenous and First
Nation peoples, immigrants and refugees; people of means and those without
adequate resources of finance or support; the sick, the ill and the dispossessed;
people from all groups and strata of society and perhaps especially those regarded
as being in an ‘underclass’ of access to reasonable (p. xlviii).
This people-centered, wide-reaching statement certainly comes across as unassailable in its
intent. Yet within this ethos of “equal rights to and opportunities of participation and equity in
the provision of opportunities for lifelong learning” lie complexities that these and other scholars
may not anticipate. Inclusion as a liberal pedagogical practice may, contrary to what it proposes,
may produce quite different outcomes depending on who the learner is. Just as Guo (2014) has
argued that immigrant students’ professional backgrounds and skills are often devalued in adult
education, and as Shan (2019) has advocated for a re-thinking of lifelong learning in response to
the obscuring of learners’ social differences, so too we suggest critical reflection on the ways
pedagogy, viz. teaching and learning, itself takes place in these contexts.
Insights garnered from research conducted at an adult immigrant-serving organisation in
New York City brought forward unexpected questions about equity, democratic practice, and
justice in what purports to be inclusive practice in adult education. Reflecting on such questions
can be meaningful and productive for educators who seek to develop a critical praxis without
depending upon a predetermined set of values in teaching and learning with adult immigrants.
This can contribute to a process of embracing education itself as a complex political project for
all participants in lifelong learning who are self-determined and visionary in creating a more
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democratic world together, illustrating this form of learning’s humanistic social agenda and
critical potential in a changing world (Fleming, 2011).

The study
This article draws upon topics that emerged as empirical examples in research that aimed
to explore how adult immigrant students experience and contribute to non-profit educational
design and practice. In addition, the study sought to examine how adult immigrant students took
up emergent subjectivities as co-researchers as they helped define priorities for investigation,
critically analysed the data collection process itself, and made recommendations for educational
research and practice beyond the study itself.
The sample comprised thirteen initial participants who were recruited from the groups of
adult immigrant students taking classes at Immigrant Learning Network (ILN)30, a non-profit
organisation in New York City that provides ESL/ENL classes to adult immigrants at low or no
cost, five of whom stayed on through the duration of the project. Participants were selected
through convenience sampling after the project was presented at the organisation. While the only
criteria for participation were that participants were current students at ILN and that they
identified as immigrants, the resulting group ended up representing a diversity of countries of
origin and cultural, linguistic, educational, and professional backgrounds. The age range was
between 28 and 58, and participants had immigrated to the United States at different points in
their lifetime. The participants hailed from Ukraine, Spain, Colombia, Algeria, and Haiti, and all
had been living in the United States for anywhere from three months to over ten years.

30

A pseudonym has been used to protect the anonymity of this organisation.
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This project used a sequential multi-phase design that drew upon on a feminist,
quasi-participatory framework emphasising collaboration, shared expertise, emergent
subjectivity, and inquiry. The three stages of the study comprised surveys and two interactive
focus groups The first stage, surveys, asked demographic questions about students’ cultural and
linguistic backgrounds, education, and employment, while the second section included
Likert-style indicator statements about students’ experiences in U.S. adult education. The data
from the surveys was then converted into graphic representations to be analysed collectively by
the participants and me, the researcher, during the first focus group. The second focus group
involved extending the dialogue from the first focus group in order to perform collective checks
on meanings and validity of data, as well as to deepen thinking and develop suggestions for
future researchers and educators.
Findings from the study included commentary on a range of practices in adult education
experienced by the participants. Several topics, such as the differences between for-profit and
non-profit contexts, teacher professionalisation, teacher ethics, and silence, were particularly
lively, and the students positioned themselves as experts in their own learning as well as
co-researchers who built on each other’s ideas. At several points during the conversation, the
researcher found themselves confronting my own assumptions and practices as an adult educator.
This was especially true of the students’ comments on inclusion, an educational practice which
the researcher, an experienced adult ESL/ENL teacher, had always seen as positive and
unproblematic. Three unanticipated topics emerged. First, the group felt that adult immigrant
students should be able to choose when, how, and whether to be included, without pressure from
the teacher to participate. Second, the group suggested that inclusive activities designed to bring
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students’ cultural, linguistic, and political backgrounds into the educational process could result
in offence and stereotyping. Third, the students agreed that in cases where adult immigrants had
come to the United States as refugees or asylum seekers, inclusion could be invasive and even
(re)traumatising, an experience they would resist when possible.

Self-determination in the context of inclusion
During our focus group discussions, the students engaged with the notion of being
included in reference not only to teacher practices but also students’ self-determination within
these practices regarding their desire to participate, their interest in a given subject, or their
comfort level in joining in group activities. The group seemed to agree that in general, the
experience of inclusion should be up to students themselves. This was evidenced, for example,
by a comment by Fedir31, a student from Ukraine, which drew agreement from the other
participants:
Fedir: …[I]t looks strange when the adult teacher try32 to push adult student to include in
some subject, "I don't want it," or, "I don't feel right now comfortable," or, "I'm shy," or,
"I'm not 100% interested to be in this conversation and be included." Is depend on the
person
Valeria: ...Yeah. I agree.
Hassan: I'm the same...I agree with him.
Miguel: Yeah, I'm agree.
Fedir’s comment and Valeria’s, Hassan’s, and Miguel’s agreement with it suggest that
teachers may come across as putting unwelcome pressure on students to participate in activities

31

All participants’ names have been changed to protect their anonymity.
The exact words chosen by each participant are preserved, without any modifications to grammar or diction. This
is done in active support of the concept of translanguaging (García, Johnson, Seltzer & Valdés, 2017), which states
that language practices, whether they be considered standard or nonstandard, are the appropriate application of the
speaker’s linguistic repertoire in a given social context.
32
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designed to be inclusive. Fedir’s mention of students’ desires (“I don’t want it”) and feelings (“I
don’t feel right now comfortable”; “I’m shy”) about joining such activities illustrates the
diversity of perspectives in the adult education classroom. Some students may not feel like
joining in, or joining in in a particular way, in a learning exercise, in spite of the educational
goals set by the teacher to have an “inclusive” classroom. This clearly alludes to the importance
of self-determination and self-regulation in adult learning, two central components oriented
toward lifelong learning where students actively engage with their educational context and orient
learning to future goals (Kellenberg et al., 2017). While inclusion writ large intends to
acknowledge all learners in the educational process, liberal-minded educators may forgo
opportunities for students to choose not to participate when it comes to activities designed to
create an “inclusive” classroom.

Inclusion and the unintended effects of offence and stereotyping
In addition to discussing the general experience of being included in classroom activities
even when they did not want to participate, several of the students commented on being invited
to talk about the country they came from during class discussions or in short presentations.
During such activities, teachers might ask students to share family recipes, famous characteristics
of the cities or countries they came from, or traditions that are similar to or different from those
of the United States as a means of developing cross-cultural awareness within the class (Biniecki
& Kang, 2014; Carter-Jenkins & Alfred, 2010; Fageeh, 2011). Such activities may also purport
to help teachers understand how students learn based on the cultural education models of their
“home” countries (Alfred, 2005). The participants in this study, however, experienced what is
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intended to be a means of welcoming and getting to know class members through their cultural
backgrounds as awkward and even offensive, as the conversation sometimes focused on national
stereotypes. For example, Valeria, a student from Colombia, described comments her teacher
made in class about drug trafficking and crime, and Miguel, from Spain, and Hassan, from
Morocco, added on:
Valeria: I have this problem because when I say I'm from Colombia, they say,
"Ah. You know Pablo Escobar. Ah. Cocaine. Ah—"
Miguel: Well, we have that—
V: Yes.
M: They stereotype you. It's more about the stereotypes. They have like in Spain,
[inaudible] paella—
Hassan: Flamenco. Always every whole day you drink wine.
M: Yeah. [crosstalk] bullfighters.
V: Yes. It's nothing.
M: Bullfighters.
H: Nobody works.
M: No. There is no bullfighters in this street.
V: Fiestas, siestas, that's it.
Valeria and Miguel described how their teachers had asked students to share where they
came from in a first-day activity designed to include students, yet with the result of essentializing
students as representations of their countries and their concomitant stereotypes. Based on
Valeria’s and Miguel’s tones of voice and the types of pejorative examples they offered (drug
trafficking in Colombia; a culture of eating, partying, and sleeping in Spain), the students had
experienced this as offensive and reductive.

Inclusion as invasive and potentially (re)traumatising
A final point brought up during the focus group discussions about inclusion related to the
complicated nature of teachers’ questions about the countries where students had emigrated
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from. They described class conversations in which they or someone else had been asked to
describe the place they left to come to the United States. While for some people this might not be
a particularly invasive topic of conversation, immigrants from Central America, Africa, East
Asia or other places may have left for reasons they keep private and in fact may be living in a
liminal state as undocumented people awaiting decisions about their asylum claims (Cannella &
Huerta, 2019). Miguel, Hassan, and Fedir, a Ukranian refugee, explained that teachers’ questions
about where students come from were sometimes experienced as invasive:
Miguel: ...In my point of view is, the teacher knows that in these classes you're
going to have students from all around the world and maybe the student that they
don't have because the situation of their countries. I mean, if they came two years
ago and the country's in a war, maybe it's because they are refugees. So you have
to be careful. You have to be careful and let them— I think that you cannot ask
too many students for their backgrounds because—
Hassan: If they don't want to say.
M: Yeah. Because maybe you'd come find a student that they don't want to talk...
Fedir: ...Teacher can ask about the background. But it not general question
because everybody has different backgrounds, again. And teachers should
recognize one student say something or not. And it's like what's in my case talk
about the Ukraine. I don't want speak about Ukraine. It's hard to me because we
escaped, we left everything.
Miguel, Fedir, and Hassan agreed that teachers should not assume that students want to
talk about their countries of origin, and that students’ feelings about sharing such information
should be respected. As a refugee who had departed his country to escape political persecution,
Fedir had lived through hardship and loss and had come to the United States to build a new life.
As was clear from his comments, he felt himself to be the owner of his story, and, as he asserted,
of the terms on which he chose to share this story. In addition to concerns about the potentially
invasive nature of questions designed to include students’ cultural and political origins, this
example is particularly poignant because it reveals a further concern: that refugees like Fedir
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could also experience retraumatisation when talking about his personal history. Trauma
comprises an ongoing challenge in a survivor’s life even after an event or conditions appear to be
resolved. In addition to the lasting effects this trauma may have on this person’s well-being and
social world, they may re-experience trauma as a result of triggers or of recounting their
experiences with trauma later on (Brounéus, 2008; Fisher, 2013). Though Fedir’s teachers had
not intended to cause harm by asking him about his lived experiences as a refugee from Ukraine,
they nonetheless opened up the possibility that Fedir could suffer new harm as a result of
including him in recounting personal stories to the group.
According to the group, even well-intentioned teachers seeking to include their
immigrant students’ backgrounds should be cautious about what inclusion means and what
effects activities implemented in the interest of inclusion might have. Teachers should, they
reasoned, reflect on who their students are, why their students might want to share or keep quiet,
and why respecting their students’ decisions is crucial. They illustrated such thinking with
examples of unseen defiance of teacher requests to share personal information, as in the
following commentary by Miguel:
M: [I]f you join the school, 6, 7, 10 days later, you should do a presentation about
yourself, about your background. So that is very— so for some people is not a
comfortable situation...Well, like in this, I guess, people didn’t put their real
things. That they didn’t say their real backgrounds because it was really personal.
Avoiding sharing one’s personal information here was, in fact, a way of demonstrating
agency in an educational space that felt alienating or exposing. Indeed, teachers may not realize
the complex reality of “sharing one’s background” in a classroom environment designed to be
inclusive, and how students may resist doing this in the interest of self-preservation. Mangual
Figueroa (2017) describes how undocumented immigrant children may remain silent rather than
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contribute stories about their citizenship status. She explains that while “[e]ducators may assume
that students will feel comfortable talking about their identity during activities meant to elicit
multicultural perspectives designed to honor their culture and experiences in school” (p. 514),
immigrant students whose documentation status is kept private may not experience sharing
activities as safe. The legitimate political concerns that emerge surrounding immigrant youth,
especially undocumented students, tend to be overlooked in adult education, where immigrant
students’ experiences of–and contributions to–inclusive practices are complex, sometimes
problematic, and under-theorized.
Research like this provokes questions that require intersectional, disruptive, and even
creative thinking. How does inclusion actually take place in adult education in illustration (or
violation) of the humanistic principles of lifelong learning, and how does this differ from what
practitioners may intend? Who defines what inclusion should look like, and why is this important
in the case of White U.S.-born teachers working with adult immigrant students? What ethical and
political questions emerge? What else is possible?

Discussion
As previously mentioned, inclusion in education has historically been applied as a
corrective, albeit an imperfect one, to the exclusion of marginalized groups from educational
opportunities and spaces. Ideally, inclusive practices ensure that all students can participate in
group activities, access opportunities for learning, and experience equitable education. This
approach is conceived a priori as both ethically grounded and politically engaged precisely
because the idea of inclusion is strongly associated with equity and justice in education. In this
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way, inclusion has become not only a practice but a liberal discourse invoked in educational
scholarship, one that instills deep faith in its proponents.
But is such faith justified? Bartolomé (1994) warns that educators, particularly White
liberal practitioners, may paste their hopes on a fetishized “one size fits all” teaching approach,
effectively bypassing critical reflection on where the approach comes from or what it might look
like once activated in the classroom. When we as educators practice one of various asset-based
or critical forms of pedagogy, we tend to assume that as long as we agree with the tenets of the
practice, our work will successfully enact the egalitarian or liberatory goals contained therein. In
fact, White, U.S.-born educators who label themselves “liberal,” “progressive,” or even “radical”
may not recognize the blind spots endemic to their positionality and privilege or, an even greater
task, the monoculturalist, Western-centric worldview embedded in formal academic scholarship
Entigar (2017a). It may be argued, in fact, that the highly moralistic discourse of inclusion
precisely illustrates this problem, as U.S.-born educators who “practice inclusion” may forgo
asking crucial questions in their pedagogy, curriculum, and ongoing professional learning.
Indeed, Portelli and Koneeny (2018) advocate for a deeper look into how the practice of
inclusion doesn’t always line up with theory, arguing that inclusive practice may eschew the
principles of democratic, equitable education that it is meant to espouse. They state: “While
inclusion may function as a categorical imperative in popular educational discourse, our concern
is that it has become the kind of catchall phrase that few dare argue against for fear of criticism”
(ibid.). Though educators may vary the ways they “include” their students to better respond to
their needs, it is less common that educators take a critical perspective on the totalizing discourse
of inclusion or the hegemonic force it exerts in spaces of teaching and learning.
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This is all the more important in the case of adult immigrant education, a deeply fraught
context of teaching, learning, and development, especially in our current political times. A
politics of exclusion has been flourishing under rising nationalist agendas across the globe,
enacting new forms of policing, control, and intimidation of immigrants and other marginalized
groups in recent years (Voss & Bloemraad, 2011; Wheeler et al., 2020). Adult immigrant learners
are transnational people living across political and social locations, including some which are
contingent, liminal, and subject to change, particularly in the case of undocumented people,
asylum seekers, and refugees (Aguilar, 2019; Cannella & Huerta, 2019). At the same time, under
the rubrics of nationalism and protectionism, immigrants are racialized and homogenized,
vilified as criminals or economic and social dependents, and their lived realities are distilled into
the simple category of “outsider” (Entigar, 2017). Such discursive tactics illustrate nationalist
goals of erasure and exclusion of immigrants in the United States and elsewhere, even as
immigrant individuals and communities are “included” through physical control and containment
(Arendt 1973, as cited in (Hayden, 2008).
This political struggle is echoed in adult education with immigrant students, whose
dynamic and multi sited ways of being and becoming in the world may be left outside the
classroom, which often continues to be skills- and work-oriented as well as assimilationist
(Atkinson, 2014; Carlson & Jacobsson, 2013; Pashby, 2014). In order to grapple with such
complexities, some adult education scholars have argued that practitioners working in
organisations that serve immigrant learners must investigate the ways their teaching embodies
the very strategies of power they seek to resist in doing work often associated with social justice.
This undertaking requires much profound personal and professional reflection as well as a deep
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exploration of the histories, institutions, and strategies through which current forms of education
are enacted. For example, the final essay in the 2015 edition of New Directions for Adult &
Continuing Education frames the collective stance of the contributing authors in this way:
“In the realm of adult education...it is imperative that adult educators increase
their conversance in migration history and policies, understand colonial and racist
mindsets, assess their contradictory roles and implicit deficit thinking, enhance
awareness of inclusion/exclusionary dynamics, deconstruct the various discourses
around employability and national values, and join together to develop inclusive
and critically reflective teaching and learning practices.” (Lange & Baillie Abidi,
2015), p. 108)
Such deep, decolonizing work is both awesome in scope and arguably impossible without
collaborations that can reveal myopias instilled and fed by White supremacy, populist
nationalism, and neocolonialism, let alone engender dialogue about how to address them. In
terms of developing “inclusive and critically reflective teaching and learning practices” in adult
education with immigrant learners, collaborations with students themselves could potentiate not
only changes to pedagogy, but a rearticulation of rights-driven education that substantiates all
members’ personhood as moral agents in their learning.
Arguing the position that every member’s voice matters in the shaping of more just forms
of education is far from uncommon. Critical scholars in the field of education claim that
individuals and groups who experience intersecting oppressions via strategies of enclosure,
surveillance and violence should be the same people that lead the charge in locating alternative
ways of doing meaning-making (Freire, 1968/2018; Kincheloe, 2008). However, this proposition
remains problematic so long as education thinkers remain comforted by phrases like
“empowering immigrant students to speak” or “including immigrant voices in decision-making,”
which can maintain unidirectionality and paternalism in how education is enacted. Alcoff
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addresses these issues in “The Problem of Speaking for Others” (Alcoff 1991), in which she
examines the complex relationship between voice, power and visibility vis-a-vis Whiteness and
privilege. Alcoff refers to Spivak’s assertion that the discursively problematic activities of either
“speaking for” or “listening to” members of marginalized communities are problematic because
they reinforce the colonalist status quo, and thus should be replaced by “speaking to” or
“speaking with” people whose contributions are not valued as much as those of others (p. 23). A
related issue is the creation of labour for marginalized people learning in the adult education
context such as immigrant students where they are tasked with “finding answers to problems”
they did not create in the first place. Moreover, the quest to develop group projects shared by
adult educators and immigrant students may falsely assume that all members are on equal footing
in terms of how their contributions are perceived and valued. This may likewise obscure
differences between the priorities and knowledges of group members while sidelining the
hardships and precarity of living as “suspect people” (Dodson & Schmalzbauer, 2005, p. 950) in
the United States, generating “ethical complexity of seeking participation and coproduction of
knowledge with people who are racially, economically, ethnically, nationally, and otherwise
marginalized” (ibid., p. 952). Not taking such concerns into account may foreclose on
possibilities for dialogue before the first word is spoken and may risk perpetuating injustices in
educational practice while reinforcing the patterns of subordination and silencing beyond the
classroom.
And so we must ask: Is it possible to recast inclusion as a politically contingent aspect of
adult education within the broader scope of lifelong learning collectively decided and
continuously legitimized through both consensus and dissensus? Could this be a communitarian
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project where all group members think collectively about what might be included and what
might be occluded, thus defining together what belonging means through definitions and
contestations of inclusion? How might this relate to questions of personhood and human rights?
Grace (2016) posits that an alternative framework such as lifelong learning as critical action
might be capable of housing such a proposition, articulated as one of two objectives as follows:
[t]o implement inclusive, holistic, and engaged forms of lifelong learning that
attend to matters of ethics, democratic learning, learner freedom, and justice in
civil and economic contexts (p. 20).
Engaging possibilities: pedagogy of unknowing, politicized trust, and coalitional thinking
This paper proposes that in order to open spaces where inclusion can be investigated,
contested, and transformed, education scholars and practitioners must relinquish authority as
owners of knowledge (and of the right to know) as well as solvers of problems in education.
Zembylas (2005) takes this one step further by depicting a radical posture in education of
embracing what is unknowable as an ethical practice and a political commitment. This
philosophy pushes back on universalizing, utopian visions for education that white, U.S.-born,
liberal educators may unknowingly draw upon in their teaching with students from backgrounds
different than theirs. Zembylas explains:
[A]n important implication of embracing unknowing is that educators, as well as
learners, especially in a fluid and continually changing society, need to give up
their position as ‘knowers’ and engage in ethical relations that welcome and
attend to the experiences of the Other (p. 151).
Taking an “unknowing” stance opens up space for practitioners to respect the personhood
of students as agentive knowers in learning, and therefore their contributions and oppositions in
educational practices such as inclusion. Adult immigrant learners know what inclusion feels and
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looks like, and what harm can be done in its name. When these students experience stereotyping,
essentialization or invasive treatment, they demonstrate self-determination in choosing how and
whether to respond, including by presenting an anodyne version of the truth that evades
rejection, judgment, or vulnerability to consequences outside the classroom.
I argue that in order to build a truly “inclusive” educational space where all members
matter, a form of trust acknowledging the dynamic lived experiences and personhood of adult
immigrant students as they define their own worlds must be at the center of the work. In adult
education, where U.S-born people and immigrant people, white people and racialized people,
documented and undocumented, housed and unhoused, privileged and marginalized people teach
and learn, building such trust involves both deep commitment and uncertainty. Accordingly, I
draw upon the concept of politicized trust (Vakil et al., 2016), which directly acknowledges the
fraught relationships shared by members of dominant groups and individuals from marginalized
communities in meaning-making contexts. Vakil et al. contextualize this approach, which they
applied in educational research, using terms from social movement thinking such as “solidarity”
and “partnerships”:
[W]e argue that neither trust nor solidarity is gained (nor should it be) by the
assertion of good intentions, nor is it accomplished merely once and then set
aside. Instead, politicized trust calls for ongoing building and cultivation of
mutual trust and racial solidarity...In certain contexts, such as cross-racial
partnerships, it may begin on highly fragile ground and be susceptible to undoing
throughout (p. 199).
While cautionary in nature, such claims can invite a reenvisioning of concepts like trust
and solidarity–and inclusion–which have deep implications in educational practice with adult
immigrant students from different backgrounds and lived experiences than their teachers. In the
context of politicized trust, which centers the perspective that any group of people may include
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members that experience threats, violence, and precarity, inclusion becomes an expression of all
members’ contributions to how participation and belonging take place. This can give rise to a
more politically honest, straightforward, and ethically committed pedagogical practice, which
demands a higher level of ethical engagement from educators who learn to take responsibility for
the harm they may incur even unintentionally and who value the personhood of their students as
moral agents in their learning.
Nourishing the politicized trust by which group members engage across distance in
education, in which decision-making is distributed and constantly negotiated and differences of
legal status, safety, racial privilege, and access to social goods inform a collective set of values,
takes time and requires the building of accountability. However, sustaining transformative work
like this does not require new frameworks. I suggest that coalitional thinking can help guide this
radical shift in practice for white, U.S.-born, liberal educators who seek to decenter and
decolonize their paternalistic, monoculturalist practices. This kind of work frames education as a
political undertaking, where members can engage with activist commitments and the hope of
justice and social transformation.
Coalition politics, and the societal reasons that have made them necessary, are hardly
new. In alignment with the tenets of politicized trust, the version of coalition advanced here is
one that has been theorized by women of color feminists from the late 20th century onward. This
form of coalition is necessarily relational, a means by which members engage with
self-reflexivity as they “coalesce” across difference; such a process is unpredictable, ambiguous
and emergent for every member as well as for the greater group’s movements. Barbara Smith, a
founding member of the Combahee River Collective in the 1970s and 1980s, has explained
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coalitional practice as “working together across differences,” calling this “the only way that we
can win, and that’s how we survive in the meantime” (Taylor, 2019, n.p.). This question of
survival already changes the terms of engagement. Rather than embedding assumptions about
shared life experiences, relative location in the sociopolitical hierarchies within and across
national borders, or even perspectives on a particular cause to which people collectively commit,
coalition begins with the idea that precarity and discomfort are necessary features of solidarity
building across difference for group survival. Reagon laid out similar ideas in her 1981 speech
entitled “Coalition Politics: Turning the Century”:
Coalition work is not work done in your home. Coalition work has to be done in
the streets. And it is some of the most dangerous work you can do...Some people
will come to a coalition and they rate the success of the coalition on whether or
not they feel good when they get there. They’re not looking for a coalition;
they’re looking for a home! (p. 359)
Coalitional practice is neither safe nor certain, not a place to remain in comfort while
fellow coalition members remain exposed to structures and strategies of oppression or a space to
become faceless in an unproblematized quest for justice. In “Feminism in Coalition: Rethinking
Strategies for Progressive Politics Across Difference,” Murib and Taylor (2018) suggest that the
complex process of bringing different people in collective political activity requires great
commitment within great uncertainty:
[C]oalitions are more than a nominal movement toward inclusion or a way to
index formal political alliances. Coalitions are instead shaped by politico-ethical
commitments, unanticipated relational gestures, processes of (dis)integrating and
rewiring of the self, and imperfect attempts at coalitional solidarity that grapple
with the question of how to balance unified political action with attention to
difference. (p. 117)
The imperfection and profound changes inherent to coalitional work provide a beacon for
how inclusion in adult education with immigrant students might emerge when powerful and
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privileged educators eschew comfort and embrace uncertainty. Educational practice galvanized
by coalitional thinking, which harmonizes the priorities of committed unknowing and politicized
trust across difference while bringing to the fore student agency in determining shared values,
reaches towards social transformation on brand new terms. Coalitional thinking and practice with
adult immigrant students, who are all too often reduced to being trauma survivors, dependents, or
workers rather than fully human beings with “aims, desires, outlooks, hopes, and dreams” (Ellis
et al., 2019) for their lives, is a first step.

Conclusion
Acknowledging asymmetric, intersecting oppressions in education is an act of political
cognisance. It means recognizing not only the centripetal forces of White supremacy, settler
colonialism, and U.S cultural, economic, and political imperialism, but the ways in which we as
liberal educators may inadvertently enact those forces in practicing inclusion in our classrooms.
By applying a priori pedagogies that seek a universal “inclusion” applied for all students in all
cases, we elide political differences, histories of violence, and current realities of liminality,
precarity, and danger. We may end up causing harm by stereotyping students, essentializing them
as representatives of the countries where they emigrated from, or even retraumatising them by
asking them to recount parts of their immigration stories, all in the name of “inclusive”
pedagogy.
By embracing a committed unknowing in our educational practice, the complexity and
ever-emergent nature of politicised trust across social locations (Vakil et al. 2016), and, most of
all, the agentive self-positioning of adult immigrant students according to how they wish to
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belong as learners and neighbours, we as educators can pursue collaborative contributions
toward a world-in-the-making (Stetsenko, 2017). The agency and vision of the future engaged in
these collaborations instill in all of us a better sense of belonging to a politically active form of
lifelong learning that envisions a society where adult immigrants lead in defining community
priorities for development, health, and strength. It is time for educators to get uncomfortable as
we step back, giving way for our immigrant neighbors to take up space in the co-construction of
a more ethical, more politically visible and visionary education practice, together.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Constructions, commitments, (in)conclusions
I write this concluding chapter knowing that the research agenda that has emerged in this
dissertation will continue forward, a happy outcome, I think, of doctoral study. However, it has
not been an easy path through isolation, stress, and struggle to get here over the last year, and this
document may have looked different under less difficult circumstances. Perhaps the dissertation
is designed to cure grad students of perfectionism once and for all, no matter where or when it is
written. In my case, feeling separated from my scholarship, from others also in the struggle to
create and find purpose as burgeoning academics (or people who ultimately walk away from this
world), and from more embodied work in immigration justice projects has left me with an odd
sense that I have yet to start. This work does not become truly meaningful, to my mind, until it is
activated in work with other people.

Answering questions and asking new ones
This dissertation project was developed in response to concerns about an overlooked
dimension of adult education and the implications inherent to its status quo ways of happening. I
argued that adult immigrants in nonprofit adult education are constructed as passive and grateful
recipients (or consumers) of educational products, rather than agentive, visionary contributors to
adult education in its form, priorities, and outcomes. I asked the following questions:
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1. How do adult immigrant students experience and contribute to nonprofit education? How
do adult immigrant students generate their own meanings around this, in both personal
and collective ways, including in the seemingly equivocal forms of silence and
ambiguity?
2. How can the prioritization of adult immigrants’ voices, visions, and emergent
subjectivities–not their “stories of suffering”–in the generation of collective expertise
through coalitional thinking contribute new insights in educational research and practice?
The first pair of questions addressed the conceptual gap in education scholarship that I
laid out in Chapter One of this dissertation, detailing the ways adult immigrant students’
perspectives and contributions in nonprofit education are typically subsumed to discourses of
humanitarianism, pragmatism, and assimilation and thus left unexamined. In a challenge to the
epistemic authority academics bring to projects of scholarship building, I indicated that adult
immigrant students must take up the center of meaning making in every and all of the ways they
choose, including by selecting nonresponse. This onto-epistemic shift was thus characterized in
the final question, where meaning making in educational scholarship and practice as a coalitional
project might reject reductive, dehumanizing discursive constructions of adult immigrant
students and advance new perspectives on how more just education for collective transformation
might take place. At the core of this project was an ongoing interrogation of white,
monoculturalist authority as the default in scholarly activities aimed to “describe” and/or “help”
communities of color and other Othered groups, including immigrants.
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This research agenda responded to this proposal first on theoretical terms and then
through the enactment of its plan. After staking my claim as an emerging scholar whose radical
unknowing is an activist and coalitional stance, I explored and wove together affordances from
different theoretical perspectives from various disciplines. These topics included critical
reflections on nonprofit adult education, the onto-epistemological and ethical dimensions of
pedagogy, student identity and agency in adult immigrant learning, and the political conditions of
education with adult immigrant students as a rejection of objectifying nationalist discourses to
promote cross-cultural, coalitional alternative thinking. This feminist, poststructuralist, and
anti-oppressive conceptual framework informed the design and enactment of the research project
itself, which worked at the epicenter of self-contradiction: research as meaning making that
destabilizes the ways meaning making is typically envisioned, directed, and conducted by
dominant researchers with a vested interest in maintaining the status quo. Concretely, this meant
trying to locate an uneasy balance between employing an a priori research plan and opening up
territory for the adult immigrant student-contributors in the study to take up agency, authority,
and emergent subjectivities as collaborators, critics, and co-conspirators in discussions of
nonprofit adult education and the scholarship that informs it.

Insights for scholars and educators in meaning making with adult immigrant students
This helical, iterative research agenda has brought forward profound insights that have
formed the public-facing core of my emerging scholarship. First, I have successfully argued that
pedagogy that presupposes cultural category-based and politically predetermined
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conceptualizations of who students are and how they participate in their own learning
homogenizes and silences adult immigrant learners. This emerged not only in my conceptual
discussion of diaculturalist pedagogy but also through the enactment of the research itself, where
student-contributors questioned teacher practices that illustrated a priori assumptions about
contribution and inclusion in liberal U.S. adult education. Importantly, it was clear that the
questions raised and critiques advanced were not driven by a universal perspective. Instead, the
paternalistic, monological determinism of teaching and learning in nonprofit adult education
itself went under the microscope and the dialogue that emerged through the focus group
discussions acted as problem-posing spaces where alternative possibilities were envisioned. It
became clear that these dialogues could not be reduced to a simple set of recommendations–a
tendency in educational scholarship–extracted from the deep ethical and political work the
student-contributors and I were doing in our space of collaborative, dialogical thinking, limited
and complicated though it nonetheless was. The concept of diacultualist pedagogy, or perhaps
diaculturalist thinking or approaches more flexibly, offers affordances to critical educational
scholars and practitioners sharing learning projects with adult immigrant students as a stance of
resistance and possibilization that neither originates nor ends with scholars who benefit from
white, U.S.-born privilege.
A second accomplishment stemming from this work is my articulation of a burgeoning
scholarly line of thinking related to silence in educational research and practice. This
decolonizing, poststructuralist work contributes to ongoing and new scholarship that recognizes
the political complexities of meaning making across intersecting differences and social locations
while unsettling whitestream, Western-centric authority as a de facto locus of epistemic
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authority. In this research project, silence operated as a meaning-full activator of outside
perspectives, resistances, and alternative thinkings. To say that silence was taken up by
student-contributors–rather than “silence occurred” or “happened”–is to chart unseen
possibilities for the ways silence is in fact leveraged to express something excessive of an
assumed singular reality written by those with the power to define what forms of expression
count. The student-contributors in this research project affirmed the value of silence as a position
adult immigrant students might take in both educational research and practice for self-protection,
self-determination, or resistance. These ideas can inform future scholarship in the realms of
critical sociolinguistics, political philosophy, critical immigration studies, critical whiteness
studies, critical adult education, and other fields.
Third (not “finally,” as I imagine more work will come from this doctoral project over
time), this research agenda critically examined inclusion as a force in educational practice that
can no longer be seen as universally good or beneficial, reconceptualizing this idea instead
through a coalitional lens in nonprofit education with adult immigrant students. During the focus
group discussions, the student-contributors applied counternarratives to the concept of inclusion
as it has typically been instantiated through a U.S.-centric liberal lens, sharing their own
experiences of stereotyping, feelings of antipathy, and resistance to invitations to publicly revisit
their experiences of coming to the United States as refugees. By employing diaculturalist
thinking about how educational research and practice may address the onto-epistemological,
ethical, and political aspects of meaning making from the very beginning of collaboration among
people from radically different histories and social locations, notions like inclusion may become
contested, uncertain, and emergent through collective decision-making that is always different in
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each local activity of learning. Scholars working in critical education in nonprofit and/or adult
contexts, sociology of education, philosophy of education, and other fields as they intersect with
critical perspectives in immigration may work forward from these starting insights.

An inconclusion: research design and the quantitative, qualitative, mixed methods, or [other]
debate
Sometimes the most revealing information in a scholarly text can appear in footnotes. I
have used this mode of marginal communication as a space to clarify ideas and offer
opportunities for further exploration outside the scope of this dissertation. In Chapter Four, I
used a footnote to refer to questions that may arise regarding the nature of the research I’ve
conducted to create this scholarly genre, that is, whether this study could be defined as mixed
methods research (MMR). As I previously stated, I did not attempt to “blend” quantitative and
qualitative methodologies in order to create clearer, deeper understandings in my research.
Instead, I used the quantitative stage as a means by which to generate simple/ified starting points
for interactive focus groups discussions; the presentation of quantitative “results” engendered an
iterative process of critiquing and reenvisioning meaning making in research and education as a
shared process of negotiation, and sometimes resistance, with the student-contributors in the
study. The goal of uplifting the active contributions and emergent subjectivities of these
individuals was fulfilled; the quantitative protocols, rather than being used to “reduce complex
phenomena to a few variables, test hypotheses and thus work deductively, generalize, aim for
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objectivity and causal inference, and so on” (Bergman, 2011), provided an opportunity to
uncover exactly how limited the selection of this methodology could be.
I plan to explore this further. I am persuaded by Morawski (2011), who argued that while
methodologically speaking, mainstream mixed methods researchers may perceive qualitative
research as providing “tools for studying neglected, denied, or emerging phenomena (entities)
and values” (p. 266), the assimilationist epistemic tendencies of quantification may persevere.
Quantification, the primary driver of meaning making in the natural sciences and of orthodox
psychology (a stepparent, one might say, to the applied field of education), assumes, among
others, the notion of a disinterested, objective, authoritative researcher who can remain at a
distance from participants and the research process writ large (ibid., p. 267). The decision to
select quantitative methods, therefore, both implies and generates a particular worldview, a
version of reality in which an observer can be neutral and objective, seeking to know things “as
they really are.”
Qualitative methods, if incorporated into a study based on an MMR methodology, may
not complexify this worldview. While some scholars (Mertens, 2010; Sweetman et al., 2010)
advocate that MMR can operate as a productive methodology in transformative and/or social
justice projects where researchers interrogate their power in meaning making, true reflection on
the version of reality these researchers bring to bear in their research is not always a given,
leaving the possibility of “epistemic transgression” (Morawski, 2011, p. 269) out of reach. In
fact, the use of quantitative and qualitative approaches together, when envisioned as
complementary, may reinforce the ontological and epistemological presuppositions of the
assimilationist, scientist, viz. traditionally quantitative, regime. Morawski writes:
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“Most qualitative inquiry is not locked in intellectual combat with quantitative
practices, despite lore of impassioned debate. The two typically are
commensurate, sharing an ethics, politics, and modern epistemology, and even
creative projects to bring the two approaches together carry the high risk of
succumbing to the power of quantification...Debate might well ensue, however,
should our conversations broach an alternative model that does not assume that
methods are to be fitted to reality but, instead, assumes science ‘enacts worlds that
are fit for its methods’ (Law, 2008, p. 639)” (p. 271).
There is much to look forward to in thinking deeply and critically about the assumptions
and worldviews that undergird methodologies, particularly when they are united under the
banners of validity, a conceit of positivist thinking, and of social justice, a proposition of much
current qualitative research. It is, to put it simply, dangerous to assume that good intentions,
including those of very well-established scholars, are enough to avoid taking an ideological
posture in meaning making that subsumes a version of reality in which the rules of being and
knowing are predefined.

An unresolved tension: research and social, racial, and status-based hierarchies
While this project has yielded promising results and contributed positively to the various
intersecting scholarly spaces where I work, questions remain. A major challenge I confronted in
developing this research agenda was the question of what research design I should select. A first
choice for many might have been ethnography, which can be applied to investigate the cultural
histories, activities, and relationships of a given individual, group, space, or institution.
Ethnography often, though not always, features interviews, surveys, and/or participant
observation as data collection methods used to conduct such an investigation. It is true that I
employed surveys as the first data collection method in this project. However, these surveys,
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though they included starting questions about the student-contributors’ cultural, educational,
linguistic, and professional backgrounds, were implemented primarily as a means by which to
gather starting topics for discussion of their experiences in adult education for the two focus
groups. This instrument rendered material that the student-contributors could discuss in a
collaborative, co-researching fashion, where their and others’ responses were anonymized and
converted into graphic representations to describe the group’s general experiences in nonprofit
adult education. The goal was not to uncover who students were, particularly not through
culturally-anchored descriptors, but to open space for how they chose to contribute in collective
meaning-making.
A second design choice might have gone in the direction of Participatory Action
Research (PAR), a collaborative and politically engaged approach that I look forward to
employing in the future. To be honest, I began the process of developing the research design with
a participatory framework in mind. My first barrier to this prospect was the IRB process, which
later became a broader concern about the political implications of this work with adult immigrant
students. When I first applied for IRB approval, I included language that called the project
“participatory” and named the student-contributors “co-researchers.” I was informed that in order
to use this approach, I would need to authorize each participant as an “independent researcher,”
which involved asking participants to sign documentation and undergo training in conducting
research. This was a big ask for adult immigrant students at the International Center, a nonprofit
education organization in New York where individuals could define their own class schedules,
which offered them flexibility to maintain the rest of their lives as caregivers, employees, and
students. Moreover, since some of the participants might have been undocumented or anxious
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about adding a level of “exposure” to U.S. institutional power, I didn’t want to create a situation
that would create additional vulnerability and, perhaps, unintentionally exclude some
participants.
I have ongoing questions about the framework and goals of participatory action research
itself. Under PAR, participants join in the development, implementation, and execution of the
study from beginning to end. This implies that the co-researcher group shares a common concern
about a social practice or situation that needs to be changed, including the way research itself
takes place (Kemmis et al., 2014). I wasn’t sure–and did not want to assume–that the
student-contributors in the study and I shared the same priorities for research. My critiques might
not have been theirs (and vice versa), and I was concerned that the superimposition of dominant
liberal narratives like “emancipation” and “freedom,” which are historically and culturally
situated, could become a new form of paternalism. This was borne out by the research, in fact, as
student-contributors offered complex and at times seemingly contradictory thoughts about their
experiences in adult education. They commented on their appreciation for their classes and
teachers at the International Center while also critiquing teacher behavior and the ways classes
sometimes took place. Within the group, these perspectives occasionally differed as well. What
effect would my entering into a research space a priori with an agenda detailing a plan to critique
monoculturalist, paternalistic discourses in nonprofit adult education? How might this change
student-contributors’ responses or desires to respond? Such concerns address the power
asymmetries inherent to qualitative research broadly speaking, yet they also ask whether there
might be some limitations to the PAR approach insofar as multivocal, dialogical meanings about
something as complex as nonprofit adult education are concerned.
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Alluding back to the theory of partial perspective I outlined in the Theoretical
Framework, I decided that I could not know the experience of adult immigrant students in
nonprofit education and that I therefore could not assume a unified vision for change as a goal
for the project. Thus, I instead decided that this research might still contribute meaning as a
reconnaissance step for future PAR projects, where insights from this work might guide creative
new research that asks deeper questions and directs meaning making toward an explicitly
activist, politically charged outcome. I do intend to move forward with new critical
epistemological/meaning making projects that are guided by the work of scholars and
practitioners working with PAR as well as participatory projects that do not fall under a strict
definition of PAR (for starting examples, see Brigham et al., 2018; Butterwick, 2003; Caraballo
et al., 2017; Caraballo & Lyiscott, 2020; Dodson & Schmalzbauer, 2005; Fine, 2007; Kemmis et
al., 2014; Lykes & Scheib, 2017; Rast & Ghorashi, 2018; Torre et al., 2012; Vakil et al., 2016;
Wheeler et al., 2020).
The tension remains, and will remain, in future projects, in the primary power
arrangements of research itself: that researchers nearly always define the terms, objectives,
instruments, values, and relationships within research. This is even more concerning when
thinking about the social, racial, and status-based hierarchies that tend to inform meaning making
projects–namely, research and education–where the extraction of “insights” from historically
marginalized communities disproportionately benefits white, U.S.-born academics (Tuck &
Yang, 2014). Thus, I will continue to ask myself: Did I consider deeply enough how I could and
should engage with my own memberships and social locations as a privileged U.S. researcher?
How was I, albeit unwittingly, participating in structures of oppression–or maintaining a safe,
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bleached, whitestream liberal posture that reassured me and excused me from being more active
in the anti-racist, feminist, decolonizing commitments I espoused in the project and beyond–as I
sought to “get the truth out” about what adult immigrant students can say and do desire about
their education? Was I reflective and accountable enough for my work? Did I properly address
the fact that I would be the beneficiary of this project, in publications and future job
opportunities, even though its goals were to uplift the perspectives of immigrant students in
nonprofit adult education? As I move into new work as a scholar-activist, I continue to wonder
what this means for me as a white, U.S.-born academic with great privilege, access, and power.
How will I be a good neighbor working within and across my future institutional home with the
communities where this work may have the most meaning? Am I ready, as a progressive white
teacher, to struggle “not only with [my] own white sisters, but also those people of color who
think, ‘What is that gringa doing with our stuff?’” (Anzaldua, 2009, p. 207)

Silence under construction: citizenship, engagement, participation, and the construction of
“voice” in response to oppressive times
As outlined in Chapter Five, I argue that silence can carry rich, multifarious meanings
beyond the limited typology laid out by Western-centric, Whitestream rationalist analyses. It can
be meaning-ful outside of the regime of speech-based binaristic thinking and can index realities
emerging beyond the lines of intelligibility drawn by and reinforcing academic authority. This is
an epistemic claim which is counterhegemonic and anti-colonial in nature, one that hopefully
will lead to further investigations and the development of interdisciplinary critical scholarship
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that evokes questions about epistemic justice writ large, as well as the complexities of
methodological decision-making in research and of pedagogical decision-making in education.
How might this connection to the political questions that are so salient in the lived
experiences and educational activities of adult immigrants, namely, the question of citizenship,
participation, and belonging? In the beginning of that chapter, I reminded the reader of the
famous silence held forth by Emma González during a protest against school violence. This
action exemplified a form of expression protected by the First Amendment of the United States
Constitution: free speech and the right to peaceably assemble in protest. Politically speaking,
citizens in the United States have access to the right, and the protection of that right, to express
their views on what is happening in their communities and country and what they wish to see
change. While there are all too many examples of how such a right can be abridged or taken
away (a recent example is the way that certain members of the U.S. government are trying to
limit access to voting in Georgia, Florida, and Arizona, or the attempts to criminalize Black
Lives Matter and antifa protests in 2020-2021), this nonetheless remains understood as a
constitutionally protected part of being an American citizen. It is in fact an act of being a citizen
to exercise one’s free speech, or even to withhold it, in the case of refusing to salute the U.S. flag
(What Does Free Speech Mean?, n.d.).
When immigrants, particularly undocumented people, expressing political opinions or
protesting against inhumane conditions in work or in ICE detention, this is typically constructed
as a form of risky and courageous speech. Being quiet is a survival technique; silence in the face
of injustice and power can avoid triggering retaliation from an employer (Dodson &
Schmalzbauer, 2005), elude judgment as a “freeloader” (Gast & Okamoto, 2016), or evade
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exposure of individual or family status as undocumented (Mangual Figueroa, 2017). In speaking
aloud one’s experiences, immigrant activists and public scholars engage with what is sometimes
depicted as “breaking the silence” or even “coming out” (Dabach, 2015; Negrón-Gonzales,
2014) in order to become a voice for change. The brave and often dangerous work of activists in
justice work led by Make the Road, Queer Detainees Empowerment Project, New Sanctuary
Coalition, and others is testified to by these phrases which are associated with self-exposure after
sexual harassment, rape, or deciding to go public with one’s queerness.
I have been reflecting on what the value of silence in the mouths of immigrants would be
in the case of political speech, and in terms of citizenship more broadly. Yet I hesitate because it
feels as though this already walks back the argumentation I’ve set forth. It is so easy to place
oneself back on the epistemic road of binarizing verbal expression and silence, which I think I’ve
argued cogently is not a heuristic that fully embraces the meaning-ful-ness of silence as a
something more that is out of control, pluriform, and referent of burgeoning realities. To position
silence as a means by which to consider citizenship vis-a-vis participation and engagement
presupposes the terms upon which the latter two concepts are understood to take place
discursively and (non)linguistically: through the visibility that traditionally understood forms of
speech confer. I have come to no resolution as of yet. I have reading to do here, to explore
whether it is possible to conceptualize noncitizens’ silence as they live around, toward, alongside
citizenship, as a goal, a possibility, or a place that remains just beyond reach, or whether it is
only possible to see silence, in whatever form it takes, for immigrant people as a form of political
invisibility, disappearing, silencing. This is one dimension of a larger project related to silence
that will involve examining the relationship among questions of ontology, epistemology , and
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political representation, belonging, and difference vis-a-vis (non)language practices. Central to
this project will be relationship-building with immigrant activists and scholars in social
movement studies, critical immigration studies, TribalCrit and LatCrit, and other fields who have
already developed powerful scholarship that addresses these topics. Most importantly, building
relationships with my students, many of whom will be from immigrant families and
backgrounds, will form the core of this work. In these collaborations, I hope we can work
together to conceptualize research that explicitly refuses the hegemony of speech-as-meaning,
taking up, for example, methodological design driven by dialogue as well as analytical tools like
positioning analysis, discourse analysis, and other critical approaches that address the privileging
of certain voices and modes of interpretation and understanding.

Directions for future learning
As may be clear at this point, there is much work ahead. To be honest, I struggled
mightily with finishing this dissertation project not only because of the times we’re in, but also
because I myself feel “unfinished,” or perhaps better, “unready to finish.” I hoped this project
would be one of transformation, where the relationships, ethical and political principles, teaching
and learning practices, and other aspects of nonprofit adult education could materialize as
terrains to be possibilized in dialogue for collective justice. In addition, I also have undergone,
and am still undergoing, transformation in the process of working and reworking the experiences
of doing this work, changes which have deepened as I read and make connections with new
scholarship beyond what I had already read. For an emerging scholar who is in such a position,
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how do we “stop ourselves” and isolate our work to one story, e.g., a dissertation, which is a
concrete document? If I am telling a story about my scholarship with this, how do I stop writing
when I myself am living this story, in my new writings, my reading and connecting with new
scholars, my work as an immigration justice activist and worker? Importantly, as I am coming to
embrace a posture of radical unknowing in my work, I’m also asking questions about how I can
contest my privilege and power as a knower, educator, and problem solver as well as my capacity
for violence in each of these roles?
There are so many directions this project could have gone, and may still go beyond this
document. The core interrelationships between ethics and onto-epistemology as embodied by
coalition thinking, practice, and scholarship, especially that which is framed by women of color
scholars and activists, are of great interest to me and will, I think, bring this work forward from
its reflective, philosophical core. For example, the work developed by newer scholars like Kristie
Dotson and Elena Ruíz on concepts like contributory injustice, feminist frameworks for social
tranformation, liberational features in women-of-color feminisms, and other conceptualizations
of the relationship between onto-epistemic injustice and resulting material violences and
oppressions is very exciting and indicates places I’d like to look in pursuit of answers and new
questions. I also plan to learn more about the histories of meaning making in women of color
feminists like Chandra Mohanty, María Lugones, Audre Lorde, Angela Davis, Patricia Hill
Collins, Gloria Anzaldúa, and many others as a project of destabilization of my own authority as
a whitestream, U.S.-born scholar whose ways of knowing and doing supply privilege and access.
There is also awesome (I mean that in the original sense of the word) newer work on social
movements and activist projects for community organizing, survivance, and thriving, including
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critical feminist, activist projects by Shireen Roshanravan, Emma D. Velez, Mariama Kaba, Dean
Spade, adrienne marie brown, Sara Ahmed, Aph Ko, Manal Hamzeh, and many others. A third

literature that is ever-growing is that of critical immigrant/immigration scholar-activists working
at the interstices of politics, immigration, and resistance, such as Carlos Aguilar, Roberto
Gonzales, Gaile Cannella, Aziz Choudry, Sarah Brigham, and many others. Many others, many
others...there is much work ahead.
Part of future steps will be to return to deep thinking, writing, and dialogue about the
relationship between ontology, epistemology, and methodology in research that aims to create
alternatives to what seems like an unavoidable and unjust present. A critique could be made of
this work in that while I claimed to value, to work to uplift and center the voices and visions of
the student-contributors, the adult immigrant students in this study, the reader’s experience of
multivoicedness, which I thought I had brought to the fore through the core epistemic and
interpersonal activity of dialogue, was tenuous at best. Was this because I ended up producing
three manuscripts which ended up being reflections of my own thinking, highlighting an
unintended yet extant monologism in the project? Did my hope to avoid essentializing the
student-contributors as culturally different people with insights all us white privileged people can
learn from preclude a more persistent search for the complexity of power dynamics, dialogical
thinking, co-authoring, and emergent meanings? How do I distinguish the centripetal forces
inherent to the selection of a given methodological approach and its concomitant procedures
from the ontological and epistemological beliefs that reinforce power and privilege in meaning
making? How do I reject the demand for obedience (Stetsenko, personal communication)
embedded in calls for objectivity, validity, and generalizability and become answerable in my
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work? How can I merge the contributions and emerging subjectivities of the student-contributors
I will work with in the future in a radical dialogue aimed at “designing the call to myself”? (Beth
Ferholt, personal communication) How can we start to co-author a future built on “intermediate
steps that respond to the tensions between speaking for and remaining apart” in research that
aims, ambitiously, to generate something new? (ibid.) Framing my work with the Transformative
Activist Stance is a good first step, but even Anna Stetsenko herself would insist on an ongoing
critical reflection on even the most politically conscious and active tools. Many more thoughts,
and questions, will come forward as I cross bridges and work the fringes in coalitional thinking
and practice with adult immigrant students and others unlike me.
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